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Julie Larrea Borst
julieborst@saveourschoolsnj.org

11 March 2025

Joint Committee on the Public Schools
Addressing Chronic Absenteeism

Save Our Schools NJ (SOSNJ) is a grassroots organization with over 38,000'members statewide
who believe all children deserve a high-quality education regardless of their zip code.

What is chronic absenteeism, and why is it important?
Chronic absenteeism is defined as missing 10% or more of school days. In New Jersey, where
our school year is 180 days, it is missing 18 or more days of school.

The Learning Policy Institute (LPi), Dr. Linda Darling Hamond'’s organization, based in California,
explains why this is problematic in LP!’s report: Reducing Chronic Absenteeism: Lessons from
Community Schools:

“When students miss school, they lose opportunities for learning and social interaction as well
as access to critical services. Research shows that chronically absent students are more likely to
fall behind academically, disengage socially, and drop out of school altogether. Because -
absenteeism is strongly associated with these important student outcomes, it is crucial that
policymakers, educators, and researchers identify effective strategies to alleviate it.”

What are Community Schools?
The Institute for Educational Leadership defines Community Schools as:

"A community school is both a place and a set of partnerships between the school and other
community resources. Its integrated focus on academics, health and social services, youth and
community development and community engagement leads to improved student learning,
stronger families and healthier communities. Community schools offer a personalized curriculum
that emphasizes real-world learning and community problem-solving. Schools become centers
of the community and are open to everyone — all day, every day, evenings and weekends.

Using public schools as hubs, community schools bring together many partners to offer a range
of supports and opportunities to children, youth, families and communities. Partners work to
achieve these results: Children are ready to enter school; students attend school consistently;

Ex



students are actively involved in learning and their community; families are increasingly
involved with their children's education; schools are engaged with families and communities;
students succeed academically; students are healthy - physically, socially, and emotionally;
students live and learn in a safe, supportive, and stable environment, and communities are
desirable places to five."

Simply put, cqrﬁmunity school strategies create schools where students, families, teachers,
administrators, and community partners work together to strengthen conditions for student
learning and development. '

How do community schoals help reduce chronic absenteeism?

I've provided two reports - one from California and one from West Virginia via the national
organization, Communities In Schools (CIS}. They both demonstrate a reduction in chronic
absenteeism in a variety of district types. One of the factors that is similar is that these are
primarily districts with a low socioeconomic population.

By implementing community school strategies — specifically, deeply engaging with families,
identifying the prominent factors that keep students from attending, and then providing
resources to address those factors - they were able to reduce their absenteeism rates.

In the case of Communities In Schools, which is very focused on integrated Student Supports,
they noted that schools that specifically sought to reduce absenteeism saw better results than
schools that focused on other priorities. '

In the California report, the districts highlighted ail were focused on ahsenteeism. Their results
are dramatic. The key takeaways were:

e Effective approaches to combating chronic absenteeism are not just reactive but
also proactive and preventive in nature.

. Trusting relationships with students and families—rather than punitive
approaches—are foundational in preventing and reducing chronic absenteeism.

e A systematic approach to utilizing data and managing the provision of services is
important.

* Community school coordinators played a critical role in reducing chronic
absenteeism, pointing to the imporfance of dedicated capacity to address the
challenge.

» Collaboration among varied school actors can support efforts to stem chronic -
absenteeism. '

* Schools benefit from being part of a broader network of community schools that
supports their efforts to reduce chronic absenteeism in a restorative manner.

- Qy



While these takeaways may sound simple on the surface, they do require capacity at the district
and school levels. A community school site coordinator and well-trained teams within each

school are critical.

| encourage you all to read through the attached reports and am happy to answer any questions

you may have.

The New Jersey Institute for Community Schools at Saint Elizabeth University is launching this
week. Their goal is to expand the number of community schools in the state.

As always, thank you for your time and consideration.,
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Chronic Absenteeism at CIS Schools in West Virginia
By: Morgan Vail

Key Takeaways

+ Title | schools in West Virginia experienced increases in chronic absenteeism rates in the two
post-pandemic school years (2021-22 & 2022-23), but when CIS was present, Title | schools in
West Virginia saw decreases in rates of chronic absenteeism by 2022-23.

* Schools that had been served by CIS for at least 3 years demonstrated an even greater decrease
in chronic absenteeism rates than those schools in their first two years with CIS suggesting that
the longer CIS is present in schools, the more chronic absenteeism rates can improve.

e After 3 years of partnership, CIS generates enough incremental revenue through increased
attendance 1o fund 3/4 of a site coordinator.

s CIS schools that set goals focused on improving school attendance had chronic absenteeism

rates that were 5.5% lower on average than schools that had goals focused on other areas
(behavior, academics, or school climate), suggesting that when CIS focuses on attendance

intentionally, significant impacts can be made.

Background
Between the 2018-19 and 2021-22 school years, The CIS model of integrated student supports is
chronic absenteeism in the United States exploded. uniquely poised to address chronic absenteeism?®.

As students returned to in-person learning in the
2021-22 year following pandemic-related.school
shutdowns and virtual [earning, the share of
students classified as chronically absent (defined
as missing 10% or more of instructional days)
increased by 91%, a figure that suggests an
additional 6.5 million students are now chronically
absent'. In West Virginia, 35% of students were
chronically absent in the 2021-22 school year2.

West Virginia provides a unique glimpse into

the possibilities when CIS is present in all local
education agencies. The West Virginia Department
of Education became a licensed partner* with CIS in
the 2018-19 school year. Since the 2018-19 school
year, CiS has grown to serve 114,000 students in
272 schools across 55 counties in West Virginia.,

'Dee, T. 8. (2023, August 10). Higher Chranic Absentesism Threatens Academic Recovery from the COVID-19 Pandemic. https:/dol.org/10.3121%/0sf.lo/bfg3p
2 Annie E. Gasey Foundation (2024). 2024 Klids count data hook. https:/assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aect-2024kidscountdatabook-2024.pdf

3The CIS model places site coordinators in communities' most high needs schools (often those that receive Title | funding or are Title | eligible). The site
- goordinator works to identify schools' and students’ most pressing needs, including chronic absenteeism and attendance rates, and either brokers or directly
provides supports focused on improving those needs so that students have what they need to succeed in schoal and achieve in life.

‘A licensed partner is a school district or state education agency that partners with the CiS National Office to receive training to implement the CIS modeal with

local oversight.



In the 2022-23 school year, the CIS model was
present in 122 of the schools that received title

| funding in West Virginia. Te understand CIS’
outcomes in these high-need schools, the CIS
National office recently conducted a siudy fo
examine chronic absenteeism rates in title [
schools served by CIS as part of the licensed
partnership with the West Virginia Department of
Education compared to title | schools not served
by CIS in West Virginia. This study was part of

a larger study focusing on chronic absenteeism
outcomes in title | schools in several states; the
findings of this broader study are forthcoming.

Method

Chronic absenteeism data were accessed from the
West Virginia Department of Education Balanced
scorecard® for the 2020-21, 2021-22, and 2022-23
school years. The state of West Virginia defines
chronic absenteeism as missing 10% or more

of instructional days in an academic year, in line
with the federal definition. Data on schools’ title |
funding were accessed from the National Center
for Education Statistice (NCES)S. At the time of this
study, title | funding data for the 2022-23 school year
were not yet available, so schools’ 2021-22 funding
data were utilized to identify title | schools. Full data
were available for 315 title | schools in West Virginia,
including 122 served by CIS and 183 not served by

CIS. Demographic data, including school enrollment,
geographic locale, racial/ethnic makeup, and
gender makeup, from NCES? were used to create
matched comparison groups of 122 GIS and 122
non-CIS schools using propensity score m'atching.

Comparative analyses were conducted to examine
the differences in both annual chronic absenteeism
rates and change over time between the matched
CI8 and non-CIS title | schools. Additional analyses
were conducted to explore the impact of CIS tenure
in a schoo! and focus on chronic absenteeism in CIS
schools, exhibited by schoolwide goals related to
attendance. Finally, analyses to determine revenue
gained from reductions in chronic absenteeism were
conducted utilizing West Virginia's state funding
formula. Revenue-based analyses were conducied
in partnership with School House Partners.

Results

Results indicated that title | schools served by

CIS had similar rates of chronic absenteeism as
matched non-CIS schools in the 2020-21 school
year, followed by significantly higher chronic
absenteeism rates at CIS schools compared to
matched non-CIS schools in 2021-22. However, by
2022-23, rates at CIS schools had declined 1o return
to levels similar to schools not being served by CIS,

SWest Virginia Department of Education. West Virginia Balanced Scorecard Dashboard (2019-20, 2020-21, 2022-23). https:/wvels.k12.wv.us/essa/dashboard.html

51.5. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Commeon Core of Dala (CCD), "Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey™,
2020-21 v.1a, 2021-22 w.ia, 2022-23 v.1a; “Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey Geographic Data (EDGE)", 2020-21 v.ia, 2021-22 v.1a.

\ 3y



Additionally, chronic absenteeism rates at schools with
CIS declined by 1.3% on average in the 2022-23 school
year, while schools without CIS saw rates increase by
1.2%. The total revenue-based impact of the decrease

in chronic absenteeism was a net increase of $668,444
across all West Virginia districts in which CIS operates.
This amounted to an average increase of $18,568 in
funding at the individual district level.

Average Annual Chronic Absenteeism Rates
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— (]S Title | Schools

Analyses also showed that rates of chronic
absenteeism at schools in which CIS had been
present for at least 3 years saw chronic absenteeism
rates decreased by 2.8% on average between the
2021-22 and 2022-23 school years, whereas schools
in their first two years with GIS (often considered the
“start-up” years) saw rates remain relatively steady
in 2022-23. Districts in which CIS was present for 3

- 2021-22

2022-23

== NON-CIS Title | Schools

or more years saw an average increase of $29,848 in
revenue, while districts in which CIS was present for
1-2 years saw a $2,775 average increase. Following
3 years of implementation, a district Is able to pay
for approximately 3/4 of a site coordinator’s total
compensation via the increased revenue stemming
from the reduction in chronic absenteeism rates.

Average Annual Chronic Absenteeism Rates, by CIS Tenure
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Additionally, findings showed differences in rates - related goals saw chronic absenteeism rates decline

of chronic absenteeism for schools with different in the 2022-23 school year, while schools focused on
schoolwide goals; specifically, CIS schools with a other schoolwide goal areas saw chronic absenteeism
goal to improve attendance had rates of chronic rates continue to rise. These findings suggest that
absenteeism that were 5.7% lower than rates at CIS intentional work by CIS on attendance at the school-
schools with other schoolwide goals in the 2022-23 level can improve rates of chronic absenteeism.

school year. Furthermore, schoaols with attendance

Average Annual Chronic Absenteeism Rates at CIS Schools
With and Without Schoolwide Attendance Goals
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Executive Summary

Educators, policymakers, and families share concerns about the significant decline in school attendance
since the onset of pandemic-induced school closures, According to a 2023 report, the national rate of
chronically absent students—those missing 10% or more of school days—nearly doubled from 2018 to
2022, reaching 28%. Although attendance has started to improve in some states, chronic absenteeism
remains 75% higher, on average, than prepandemic levels. Californta mirrors this trend, with chronic
absenteeism rising to 30% in 2022 before decreasing to 25% in 2023, still well above prepandemic levels,

When students miss school, they lose opportunities for learning and social interaction as well as access
to critical services. Research shows that chronically absent students are more likely to fall behind
academically, disengage socially, and drop out of school altogether. Because absenteeism is strongly
associated with these impaortant student outcomes, it is crucial that policymakers, educators, and
researchers identify effective strategies to alleviate it.

Community schools have emerged as a promising approach to mitigate chronic absenteeism, as they
are adept at organizing supports for students and families and creating conditions for rich learning and
well-being. Support and funding for community schools has increased in recent years at both the federal
and state level. California has become a jeader in implementation in recent years, supported by an
unprecedented $4.1 billion investment through the California Community Schools Partnership Program.
The program provides grants that enable school and district partnerships with community agencies and
local government to support students’ academic, physical, and mental development.

This report examines how four California community schools—Buena Vista Horace Mann, Elk Hills
Elementary, Helen Keller Elementary, and Lucille Roybal-Allard Elementary—significantly reduced their
chronic absenteeism rates postpandemic. Drawing on interviews with school leaders and personnel, it
highlights proactive and interventionist attendance strategies that have enabled these schools o reduce
chronic absenteeism. Insights from these efforts can guide educators and policymakers nationwide in
addressing attendance challenges effectively.

Strategies for Reducing Chronic Absenteeism

The featured community schools use comprehensive, holistic approaches aimed at creating a culture of
support to combat chronic absenteeism. Key strategies include:

» Improving Family Engagement. The selected schools utilized several strategies to build relationships
with families and engage them in attendance efforts, including phone calls and texts for unexcused
absences, outreach campaigns facused on the importance of consistent attendance, and home visits
to connect students and families with needed resources. These strategies were crucial in supporting
families to recalibrate attendance expectations, which were disrupted during the pandemic.

* Increasing Student Connectedness. The featured community schools prioritize student
connectedness to school through relationship-building and enrichment opportunities that promote
students’ enthusiasm for school attendance. These include advisory groups, mentorship programs,
and a wide range of extracurricular activities that incorporate student interests and facilitate
friendships between students and their peers.

LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | REDUGING CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM: LESSONS FROM COMMUNITY SCHOGQLS i
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Systematically Tracking and Analyzing Data, Community schools included in this report have
developed consistent systems for callecting, tracking, and analyzing atiendance data. These systems
help school staff to examine attendance patferns, identify studenis nearing or exceeding the chronic
absenteeism threshold, and develop targeted supports and intervention strategies

Utilizing Tiered Systems of Support. The selected community schools leverage differentiated
strategies to support student attendance. These include universal strategies like attendance
incentives and relationship-building opportunities, as well as targeted interventions such as home
visits and referrals to community resources for students who need more intensive support.

Leveraging Partnerships. Partnerships with external organizations are critical for addressing specific
atiendance barriers. Community schools included in this report utilize partnerships to provide
services like housing support, before- and after-schaool programming, and mental health services.

Deploying Community School Coordinators. Comprehensively addressing barriers to school
attendance is time-intensive and skilled work. In the featured community schools, community school
coordinatars play a pivotal role in identifying attendance challenges and implementing strategies to
promote attendance, from data analysis to family engagement and partnership management. They
are essential to building cohesive systems that effectively address the unique needs of students
and families.

Key Takeaways for Reducing Chronic Absenteeism

The strategies above demonstrate key learnings about effective approaches to increasing
school attendance:

» Proactive and Preventive Approaches. Rather than waiting for problems to arise, the community

schools included In this report proactively engage families and students by sharing the importance
of consistent attendance and information about students’ attendance data. They also focus on
building family relationships and nurturing a sense of connection, making community schools places
where students and families want to be,

Trusting Relationships. By building trusting relationships with students and families and parinering
with them to problem-solve attendance barriers together, the featured community schools adopt a
restorative approach rather than a punitive approach, which might involve disciplinary actions such
as employing truant officers ar taking legal action against parents.

Systematic Data Utilization, Uﬁlizing robust data systems, the selected community schools identify
underlying causes of absenteeism and develop targeted interventions. By leveraging a tiered system
of supports, the schools offer a coherent approach to supporting attendance that builds upon their
approach to addressing challenges in cther areas.

Dedicated Capacity. The range of challenges that contribute to chronic absentegism necessitate
additional capacity to address attendance barriers. Community school coordinators can play a
key role on attendance teams, spearhead family engagement, manage external partnerships, and
coordinate support services, ensuring a comprehensive approach to attendance improvement.

LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | REDUCING CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM. LESSONS FROM COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
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s Collaboration. Collaboration among administrators, school suppbrt teams, and community school
coordinators helped schools meet student and family attendance challenges. The principals at these
sites, in particular, engaged in a collaborative Ieadershlp approach that provided coordinators the
support and flexibility to take this on.

* Systems-Leve! Support. The featured community schools are part of community school initiatives
receiving state funding through the California Community Schools Partnership Program (CCSPP).
The CCSPP prioritizes many of the strategies identified in this report, such as implementing a
tiered approach to intervention and engaging community partners. The districts in which the
featured community schools are located provide support for participating schools that aligns with
the community schools approach. This systemic context reinforces the work of individual schools,
allowing them to expand their efforts rather than battling against a misaligned system.

LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | REDUCING CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM: LESSONS FROM COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
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Introduction

Educators, policymakers, and families share concerns about the dramatic drop in school attendance that
has persisted since the onset of pandemic-induced school closures. A 2024 report shows that the rate

of students who were chronically absent—youth missing 10% or more of school days (including excused
and unexcused absences)—nearly doubled from 2018 to 2022 nationwide, from 15% to 28%.* While the
report shows that attendance has started to rebound in many states, it indicates that the average chronic
absenteeism rate remains 75% higher than prepandemic levels. Chronic absenteeism in California mirrors
the national trend, up from 11% in 2018 to 30% in 2022, then dropping to 25% in 2023—still far above
prepandemic levels.? ' '

When a student is absent from schaol, they miss

out on opportunities to learn, socialize with peers The evidence suggests that

and adults, and receive services critical to their addressing chronic absenteeism
development. Research demonstrates that students 8 is critical for the success of
who are chronically absent are more likely to fall any efforts aimed at reducing

behind academically, disengage socially, and drop
out of school altogether.® Indeed, the rise in chronic
absenteeism occurred in tandem with significant academic achievement and
national declines in achievermnent.* Taken together, graduation rates, and helping
the evidence suggests that addressing chronic
absenteeism is critical for the success of any efforts
aimed at reducing the opportunity gap, improving
academic achievement and graduation rates, and of school.
helping students access the long-term social and
cognitive benefits of school.

the opportunity gap, improving

students access the long-term
social and cognitive benefits

To address this pressing concern, policymakers, practitioners, and researchers are examining both the
causes of chronic absenteeism and promising strategies to combat it. Chronic absenteeism is highest

in school districts serving students and families from low-income backgrounds,® where many encounter
transportation challenges, housing insecurity, inadequate access to health care, and community violence
that can contribute to inconsistent school attendance.®

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing attendance barriers and contributed to

new ones, requii’ing substantial absences for many students.” Even as the panderhic has subsided,
COVID-19 surges, along with widespread exposure to RSV and other viruses, have kept many students out
of school for more days than was common in the past. The pandemic also warsened staffing shortages,®
hindering schools' capacity to identify students who need support and connect them with rescurces to
imprave their well-being and their attendance. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the pandemic, rates of
depression and anxiety have skyrocketed for young people, creating an additional harrier to consistent
school attendance.®
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Climate events have also contributed to attendance challenges. More intense and frequent storms, floods,
and wildfires have, at times, closed schools and made roads impassable in many places, adding to the
number of student absences. In California, for example, the 2022-23 school year featured more than
1,000 emergency events that prevented students from attending school.2®

Regardless of the reason for absence, missing school affects students’ learning progress, their
attachment to school, and their mental health. With the range of factors that can contribute to chronic
absenteeism, researchers point to the need for multifaceted strategies to increase attendance, including
offering support to students and families in locally and contextually relevant ways.t

Community schools have emerged as a promising strategy to combat chronic absenteeism, as they
organize supports for students and families and wark to create conditions for rich learning and well-being.
(See What Does It Mean to Be a Community School?) Support and funding for community schools has
increased in recent years at both the federal and state level, 2 in part due to schools’ responses to

local needs during the pandemic.t® Califernia has become a leader in implementation in recent years,
supported by an unprecedented $4.1 billion investment through the California Community Schools
Partnership Program (CCSPP). The program provides grants that enable school and district partnerships
with community agencies and local government to support students’ academic, physical, and mental
development. Technical assistance is also a key programmatic element.

What Does It Mean to Be a Community School?

Community schools organize in- and out-of-school resources and supports such as mental health
services, meals, health care, tutoring, internships, and other learning and career cpportunities
that are tailored to the goals and needs of students and families. They also cultivate a welcoming
and safe school envirorniment and provide instruction that invites students’ multifaceted identities
and backgrounds into the classroom to support rich and inclusive learning. This whole-school
strategy brings educators, local community members, families, and students together to make
collaborative decisions; prioritize student learning, well-being, and engagement; and turn schools
into community hubs.

While community schools adopt different structures and practices depending on the needs and
assets of the school and surrounding community, they often share common site-level practices.
These include: (1) expanded, enriched [earning opportunities; {2) rigorous, community-connected
classroom instruction; {3) a culture of belonging, safety, and care; (4) integrated systems of support;
(5) powerful student and family engagement; and {8) collaborative leadership and shared power and
voice. These whole child practices are best implemented when there is a shared vision and purpose,
trusting relationships are formed between members of the school community, and deciSioh-making
is both data-informed and inclusive.

Community school coordinators and other specialized personnel are commonly central figures in
community schools who support and manage the integration of these school features.

Source: Community Schools Forward. {2023). Framework: Essentials for community school transformation.
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Community schools implement supports that can address attendance barriers, such as increased access
to health services, meals, and before- and after-school programming, among others. They also seek to
create welcoming and asset-hased learning environments, drawing on community connections for the
curriculum as weli as approaches that increase student engagement and sense of belonging, which can
influence absenteeism. With these structures and approaches in place, community schools implement
proactive and interventionist measures to address the root causes of chronic absenteeism. In doing

50, they promote a shift from blaming students and families for attendance challenges to engaging in
problem-solving and collective action that address students’ and families’ hersonalized needs.

This repert considers how some California community schools have dramatically reduced their chronic
absenteeism rates postpandemic. Its driving research question is: What whole-school approaches
and processes have state-supported community schools used to effectively identify and respond to
attendance challenges?

It investigates this question with a.qualitative study of four elementary or K-8 community schools that
are supported by CCSPP grants, have shown growth along various outcomes, are geographically diverse,
and are located in districts that have implemented the community schools strategy for several years.
During data collection for three broader case studies and a profile of community schools, these four
schools emerged as particularly successful at reducing chronic absenteeism. The findings are drawn
from published research and eight individual or focus-group interviews with site leaders and community
schaol personnel—key figures who were purposefully recruited based on their roles in implementing the
community schools model and connecting students and families with holistic supports—to understand
how the schools have enacted approaches to mitigate chronic absenteeism. Interviews and focus groups
were semi-structured and lasted between 60 and 120 minutes.

Findings suggest that the four schools embraced common approaches to increasing consistent
attendance. Principals and community school personnel across the sites described their keen focus on
relationship-building with students and families to cultivate healthy school attachments that promote
consistent attendance. They also pointed to processes and structures that enabled systematic data
tracking, the use of tiered systems of support, and community partnerships as critical to identifying
interventions that can support increased attendance at each site. Community school coordinators lent
critical capacity in these efforts, yet consistent collaboration among coordinators, schoal leaders, and
other staff was a central feature in each site’s approach to stemming chronic absenteeism. Lessons
learned from community schoo! efforts to address chronic absenteeism can inform the work of educators
and policymakers in California and across the nation.
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Four Community Schools Meeting
the Attendance Challenge

While emerging data indicate that attendance is incrementally improving in many districts and counties
across California, it remains troublingly low when compared to prepandemic rates.* This report examines
how four California elementary or K-8 community schools have made substantial gains in alleviating
chronic absenteeism and in closing the gap between prepandemic and postpandemic rates. (See Table 1
for the schools’ chronic absenteeism data.)

The community schools at the center of this report span the state and differ in district size and geography.
Despite their contextual differences, they each primarily serve low-income communities. Schools in these
communities typically experiencé higher absenteeism than the state as a whole and their home county.
These communities were also disproportionately impacted by COVID-19, experiencing particularly large
surges during the pandemic as well as greater rates of /liness, unemployment, dislocation, eviction, and
mortality.'® Accordingly, these schoals experienced greater levels of chronic absenteeism.*® Data indicate
that the featured community schools, like other schools in under-resourced communities, have faced
sharp rises in chranic absenteeism in the wake of the pandemic and yet have made great strides in
addressing this urgent challenge in their school settings. (See Figure 1.) '

Before describing the common approaches the community schools have used to increase daily
attendance, we provide a brief description of their community school models and the systems-level
support they receive to implement their approaches.

Figure 1. Chronic Absenteeism in California and Profiled Community Schools
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* Since publicly available California Department of Education (CDE) ¢chronic absenteeism data were not available for the
2023-24 school year at the time of publication, these data were self-teported by school staff in the spring of 2024,
reflecting attendance rates at-varying paints in the spring semester, End-of-year chronic absenteeism rates published
by the CDE may differ.

Note: As a result of the statewide school closures that occurred in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the CDE determined

that absenteeism data for the 2019-20 school year were invalid and unreliable and thus did not release them to the public.

In addition, the CDE notes that the widespread implementation of distance learning affected attendance data during the

2020-21 school year. For these reasons, data from those 2 years are omitted from the table.

Source; California Department of Education. DataQuest [Data set].
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Buena Vista Horace Mann

Buena Vista Horace Mann K-8 Community School (Buena Vista Horace Mann) is a K-8, Spanish dual
immersion, community school in the Mission District of San Francisco. In the 2023-24 academic yvear, the
school served just under 800 students, approximately 62% of whom were identified as socioeconomically
disadvantaged. Eighty-eight percent of its students identified as Latinx, 58% were English learners, 16.4%
were designated as students with disabilities, and 4.3% were experiencing homelessness.

While Buena Vista Horace Mann has embraced community school strategies for a decade, recent
state and local funding has bolstered its whole child educational approach. These include a first-round
California Community Schools Partnership Program (CCSPP) implementation grant, which funds the
community school coordinator,’” the on-site therapist, and the Expanded Learning Opportunities
Program, which supports summer school and after-school enrichment programs. In addition to these
state funding sources, Buena Vista Horace Mann also receives funding support from local sources like
the Beacon Initiative, which enables the school to have an on-site Beacon director, and a partnership

" with the Jamestown Community Center, which provides a before-school program and after-school
programming (at no cost to families) with academic tutoring and enrichment.

By blending various state and local funding sources and . ‘

developing a dynamic network of community partners, By blending various state and
Buena Vista Horace Mann provides systems of support local fu nding sources and

that holistically address the needs of its students. It offers developing a dynamic network
extensive basic needs, health, and wellness resources to

students and families, including on-site behavioral and of community partners,

mental health services and a stay-over program for families Buena Vista Horace Mann
experiencing homelessness, which supports stability and provides systems of support
safety. Buena Vista Horaée Mann has alsc implemented that holistically address the

structures that allow students and families to be well
known, including a family resource center, small class
sizes, and a middle school advisory program that meets
four times per week.

Each of these structures and approaches has enabled Buena Vista Horace Mann to make significant
progress in increasing attendance. Unlike in the past, Buena Vista Horace Mann well exceeded district
and county chronic absenteeism rates in 2021-22, suggesting that the school community was grappling
with the destabilizing effects of the pandemic. Since then, it has dramatically reduced its chronic
absenteeism rate by 20 percentage points. (See Table 1.) The increased attendance that Buena Vista
Horace Mann has enabled is notable given that pandemic effects were severe in this new-immigrant
community that has experienced extensive employment, homelessness, and mobility challenges for
several years.

LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | REDUCING CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM: LESSONS FROM COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 5

26x



Table 1. Chronic Absenteeism at Buena Vista Horace Mann, 2018-2024

Population 2018-19 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24
Buena Vista Horace Mann 13.2% 44.9% 36.5% 25.0%°
2::;:?;:2?;;“"””‘1 18.8% - 33.2% 31.9% .
San Francisco County 18.9% 33.3% | 32.1% -
California 12.1% 30.0% 24.9% -

? Since publicly available California Department of Education (CDE) chronic absenteeism data were not available for the
2023-24 school year at the time of publication, these data were self-reported by school staff in the spring of 2024,
reflecting attendance rates at varying points in the spring semester. End-of-year chronic absentesism rates published
by the CDE may differ.

Note: As a result of the statewide school closures that occurred in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the CDE determined

that absenteeism data for the 2019-20 academic year were invalid and unreliable and thus did not release them to the

public. In addition, the CDE notes that the widespread implementation of distance learning affected attendance data during
the 2020-21 academic year. For these reasons, data from those 2 years are omitted from the table.

Source: California Department of Education. DataQuest [Data set].

Elk Hills Elementary

Elk Hills Elementary {Elk Hills) is a K-8 school in Kern County, located near Bakersfield in California's
Central Valley. As a one-school rural district, Elk Hills enrolled 163 students in 2023-24, the majority of
whom were socioeconomically disadvantaged (58.1%) and White (80.2%).

Elk Hills is a member of the West Kern Consortium for Full-Service Community Schoals, which brings
together six districts to coordinate and leverage resources to enable community schooling in this rural
region. The consortium was officially established upon receiving a Full-Service Community Schools grant
from the federal government in 2018. Over time, the consortium has received additional federal and
state grants, including a CCSPP grant in 2021, that have allowed it to bring Elk Hills and two high school
districts into the fold.

Like the other districts in the consortium, Elk Hills organizes its community school around five priority
areas that were collaboratively identified through the federal grant application process: {1) early childhood
education, (2) expanded learning, {3) math and literacy education, {4) family and community engagement,
and (5) social and mental health services. Key to developing and implementing these priority areas are
school-based community school coordinators and social workers. EIK Hills' community school coordinator,
hired in 2020, works closely with the social worker and other school stafif members to understand and
address student absenteeism at the site level. As the Elk Hills coordinator and social worker provide
families with supportive interventions to combat chronic absenteeism, the school maintains relationship-
centered structures and practices that aim to enhance school connectedness among students and
families to support increased attendance.
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Through these approaches, Elk Hills has greatly improved its chronic absenteeism rate, which

saw a significant uptick in 2022-23, when it exceeded both state and county averages. Since the
2022-23 school year, Elk Hills has reduced its chronic absenteeism rate to 9.6%—a 20% decrease from
the previous year and lower than its 201.8-19 prepandemic rate. (See Table 2.)

Table 2. Chronic Absenteeism at Elk Hills Elementary, 2018-2024

Population 2018-19 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24
Elk Hills 13.8% 16.7% 30.5% 9.6%"
Kern County . 11.5% 37.6% 26.3% -
California 12.1% 30.0% - 249% . -

* Since publicly available California Department of Education {CDE) chronic absenteeism data were not available for the
202324 school year at the time of publication, these data were self-reported by school staff in the spring of 2024,
reflecting attendance rates at varying points in the spring semester. End-of-year chronic absenteeism rates published
by the CDE may differ.

Notes: As a result of the statewide schoo! closures that occurred in 2020 due to the COVID-18 pandemic, the CDE

determined that absenteeism data for the 2019-20 academic vear were invalid and unreliable and thus did not release

them to the public. [n addition, the CDE notes that the widespread implementation of distance learning affected attendance
data during the 2020-21 academic year. For these reasons, data from those 2 years are omitted from the table.

Elk Hills Elementary is the sole school in the Elk Hills School District. No district ¢ata is reported in the table, as it is
captured in school-level data.

Source: California Department of Education. DataQuest [Data set].

Helen Keller Elementary

Helen Keller Elementary School (Helen Keller) is a Title | school serving students from transitional
kindergarten through Grade 6 in the Lynwood Unified School District (Lynwood Unified)—a small district
spanning 4 square miles in Los Angeles County. [n 2023-24, it served 434 students, the majority

of whom qualified for free or reduced-price lunch {98%) and identified as Latinx (91%). Twenty-four
percent were English learners, 9.7% were designated as students with disabilities, and close to 5% were
newcomers to the United States.

Lynwood Unified first implemented the community schools strategy in 2019 in one of the district's
comprehensive high schools—Lynwood High School—under the Los Angeles County of Education’s
Community Schools Initiative. In 2023, Lynwood Unified received a second-round CCSPP implementation
grant to turn all 17 of its schools into community schools. This grant allowed Lynwood Unified to hire both
the district- and schooldevel personnel needed to support the district’s vision for community schools,
including community school coordinators on every campus and certified student analysts who support
general education students requiring intensive supports and/or interventions, CCSPP funding also
enabled the disirict to generate systems and efficiencies 1o deepen its existing infrastructure around
whole child education and integrated services, including a robust health collaborative offering physical
and mental health services to students and families.
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The 2023-24 school year was the first year of implementation at Helen Keller. The newly hired community
school coordinator has prioritized building relationships with parents, students, and staff and increasing
parent engagement. In her role, she also works closely with the community liaison to conduct home visits,
communicate the importance of attendance, and help connect families and students with an array of
resources available through school-based partnerships and the district’s health collaborative.

After maintaining a chronic absenteeism rate lower than its host district and surrounding county in the
immediate wake of the pandemic, Helen Keller saw the number of chronically absent students rise to
40.7% in 2022-23. The early systemic efforts to track attendance and conduct outreach to families by
the school’s newly hired community school coordinator and community liaison helped Helen Keller reduce
its chronic absenteeism rate by 15 percentage points in 1 year, to 25% in 2023-24.

Table 3. Chronic Absenteeism at Helen Keller Elementary, 2018-2024

Population 2018-19 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24
Helen Keller 18.9% 29.5% 40.7% 25.0%"
E’i’z::iz‘t’d Unified School 18.9% 37.1% 40.2% -
Los Angeles County 13.8% 31.2% 26.8% -
California 12.1% 30.0% 24.9% ;

? Since publicly available California Department of Education (CDE) chronic absenteeism data were not available for the
2023-24 school year at the time of publication, these data were self-reported by school staff in the spring of 2024,
reflecting attendance rates at varying pcints in the spring semester. End-of-year chronic absenteeism rates published
by the CDE may differ.

Note: As a result of the statewide school closures that eccurred in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the CDE determined

that absenteeism data for the 2019-20 academic year were invalid and unreliable and thus did not release them to the

public. In addition, the CDE notes that the widespread implementation of distance learning affected attendance data during
the 2020-21 academic year. For these reasons, data from those 2 years are omitted from the table,

Source: California Department of Education. DataQuest [Data set].

Lucille Roybal-Allard Elementary

Lucille Roybal-Allard Elementary (Roybhal-Allard) is a K-8 cammunity school in Los Angeles Unified Schoal
District {|LAUSD). Located in Huntington Park, a city in South Central Los Angeles County, Roybal-Allard
served 483 students in 2023-24, most of whom qualified as socioeconomically disadvantaged (90.3%).
The school's student population was predominately Latinx (98.5%), and more than a quarter of students
(26.8%) were English learners. Eleven percent of its students were identified as having disabilities, and
1..9% were experiencing homelessness.

A collective bargaining agreement between LAUSD and United Teachers Los Angeles allocated district
funding to the systematic development and growth of community schools in 2012. CCSPP implementation
grants, totaling mare than $83 million, have belstered district funding, allowing the district to onboard
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and suppert 81 community schools to date. Through these invesiments, the district has placed full-time
community school coordinators and part-time community school representatives, who support the
coordinator 1o achieve community school goals and priorities, on every community school campus.
Additionally, the district has used state funding to develop systems and processes that support
community schools, such as a robust system of professional development for community school staff.

Roybal-Allard, which opened as a pilot school in 2012, was founded by a group of educators who
embraced the principles of community schooling and envisioned the school as a hub for academic
excellence and essential community services. The school offers three programs: a resident school with
a global studies focus, a Spanish dual [anguage program, and a DREAMS (Design Thinking, Research,
Engineering, Arts, and Math) magnet program. As a community school, Roybal-Allard prioritizes student
belonging and engagement; safety; rigorous, project-based learning; and partnerships that provide
physical and mental health services.

Like schools across the country, Roybal-Allard’s chronic absenteeism rate surged in the

2021-22 academic year, reaching 52.7% and far surpassing the district, county, and state rates. Actively
working to improve attendance, the school has seen marked progress, reducing the rate by slightly more
than 15% in 2022-23 and cutting the rate by more than half in 2 years. During the 2023-24 school
year, the school reported a rate of 20.7%. School staff at Roybal-Allard, including a pupil service and
attendance coordinator, achieved this feat by addressing chronic absenteeism through a data-driven
multitiered approach that focuses on building strong relationships with students and families, creating a
welcoming and engaging environment, and providing personalized support and incentives.

Table 4. Chronic Absenteeism at Lucille Roybal-Allard Elementary, 2018-2024

Population 2018-19 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24
Lucille Roybal-Allard 20.8% 52.7% 36.9% 20.7%°
;’; :;:g[‘:;srigtmﬁed 18.4% 36.9% 30.8% .
Los Angeles County 13.8% 31.2% - 26.8% -
California ‘ 12.1% 30.0% 24.9% -

% Since publicly available California Department of Education (CDE) chronic absenteeism data were not available for the
2023-24 school year at the time of publication, these data were self-reported by school staff in the spring of 2024,
reflecting attendance rates at varying points in the spring semester. End-of-year chronic absenteeism rates published
by the CDE may differ.

Note: As a result of the statewide school closures that oceurred in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the CDE determined

that absenteeism data for the 2019-20 academic year were invalid and unreliable and thus did not release them to the

pubtic. [n addition, the CDE notes that the widespread implementation of distance learning affected attendance data during
the 2020-21 academic year. For these reasons, data from those 2 years are omitied from the table.

Source: California Department of Education. DataQuest [Data set].
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How Community Schools Have
Reduced Chronic Absenteeism

The mission of a community school is to take care of whatever's coming up for a family in
service of a student’s ability to feel stable enough to learn. ... A community school says our job

_ Is to address whatever those stressors are in the child’s life so that they can feel calm enough
and safe enough to learn in class and so that all their classmates can, too.

—Buena Vista Horace Mann Principal

The community schools highlighted in this report are committed to meeting students' and families' holistic
needs so that youth can learn and thrive. This includes working to ensure that students consistently
attend school and that they are cognitively, socially, and emotionally supported once they get there. While
the featured community schools operate in disparate settings and have varying programmatic features,
they embrace commaon approaches that have allowed them to effectively achieve this goal.

These shared strategies are described in the sections below. They include improving family engagement
and instituting approaches that facilitate student connectedness and relationship-building. The
featured schools also engage in systematic data monitoring and leverage tiered systems of support

and cross-sector partnerships 1o enable consistent attendance among youth and families. Community
school coordinators play a central role in enacting these approaches in each community school, lending
important capacity to their effective implementation. Taken together, these approaches create a culture
of support to combat chronic absenteeism rather than one that relies on punitive measures, which
have been shown to alienate families and students rather than build the relationships essential to
understanding and addressing the underlying reasons that students miss school.2®

Improving Family Engagement
To stem chronic absenteeism at their sites, the featured community schools placed increased attention

on family engagement—an approach that is associated with a range of positive youth outcomes!® and has
been shown to be a pivotal factor in school improvement efforts,2°

Practitioners at each school described how student absences initiate a range of responses, including
immediate actions like phone calls or texts to families who have not called to excuse an absence as well

as more intensive outreach to those who are near or over the threshold of being chronically absent. Among'
the latter are one-on-one conversations and home visits with families of chronically absent students, often
initiated and facilitated by & community school coordinator or other community school personnel. For
instance, the social worker at Elk Hills described how she engaged in these efforts in the past year:

We brought in parents, met with them, and showed them, “Hey, your kid is missing 20 days of
school this whole year. What can we do? We have this person, and this person, and this person
[at the school] that can support you.”

As reflected in her comments, extended conversations with families about chronic absenteeism
consistently included offers to connect parents and guardians to key personnel or resources to support
increased attendance. ‘
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COVID-19 altered the routine of attending school and how parents and schools calculated the risks and
benefits—to the individual and school community—of sending a child to school who may be feeling ill. As
the community school coordinator at Buena Vista Horace Mann explained, “[There was] a dramatic shift
in the perception at home of how critical it was to be at school every day.” Engaging families to recalibrate

- expectations and guidelines became an important strategy for addressing chronic absenteeism. To ensure
that kids come to school when they are healthy or at low risk for infecting others, staff in the featured
schools have engaged in proactive strategies, through communication and outreach campaigns, to
reinforce the importance of atiendance.

For instance, staff at EIk Hills and other elementary schools in its consortium used social media and
other forms of written communication (e.g., flyers, emails, doorhangers) to support the development of
healthy at-home routines (e.g., time management) that could support wellness and attendance. At Buena
Vista Horace Mann, staff sent letters home that presented their student’s attendance data and included
information about the importance of daily attendance. Collectively, these efforts serve to invest parents
and guardians in consistent attendance. The Roybal-Allard principal expressed why these information
campaigns were critical to combating chronic absenteeism: “| think parents, especially with the pandemic,
had a different definition of what good attendance was because [school] was online. So, now coming
back, it's also about reeducation.”

Community school staff and school leaders also s
emphasized that developing trusting relationships Community school staff and
with families was an essential element of their school leaders emphasized that

effective efforts to address chronic absenteeism. The . . . X
o ) _ developing trusting relationships
Roybal-Allard principal described the importance of ) o ]
trust-building in increasing attendance, explaining, ¢ with families was an essential
“Trust is built through small actions over time. | think | element of their effective efforts
when [caregivers] identify the school as a safe, trusting ¢ to address chronic absenteeism.
place to send their kids, they're more willing to come.” :
Practitioners at each community school described
a range of relationship-building approaches they ]
employed, including greeting parents and guardians at the gate during arrival and dismissal and hosting
~ community events that provide opportunities for families and staff to engage and develop connections.

The community school coordinator at Elk Hills, who organizes events and leads efforts to increase
attendance, described the impact of these refationship-building approaches, saying, "The relationships
I've built with parenis who were really unavailable—who didn't call in the absences, didn't come to
campus, didn't come to events—now they're here, and they're calling in. They're emailing or texting

me."” She attributes this to both the work she did throughout the pandemic and concerted efforts to be
trustworthy, to be respectiul, and to curate the school environment to be welcoming to all. The coordinator
began her role just 2 weeks before the COVID-19 pandemic shut down the school, and, as happened

all over the country, her job shifted. She became the point person for ensuring students and families
had the technology needed for learning to continue remotely. Reflecting on this time, she noted, “|
became the IT help desk, which was also [developed into a] phone counseling system.” During this really
stressiul time, she was not only troubleshooting, showing up at families’ homes to assist them, but was
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also the consistent school representative who would pick up the phone and listen to parents vent and
share their hardships. This “blessing in disguise,” as she described it, allowed her to build strong and
trusting relationships. )

Centering relationships in the strategy to mitigate chronic absenteeism has also allowed the community

“schools to move away from less effective approaches that seek to compel attendance through punitive
measures.?! As the Raybal-Allard principal explained, “We have families for whom there was always a
negative connotation: ‘Oh no, you're tardy or absent.’ ... Now ... they just go to the gate. The community rep
can help them with anything they need and answer questions. They're welcomed to school.” The principal
at Helen Ketler described a similar shift in the reception to school outreach on attendance, naoting how the
community school coordinator supported this dynamic:

In the past it would just be that the principal would call home and find out more information.
But now, with [the] community school coordinator, | think it's a friendly face that they know is
there strictly to support and to give you resources.

This evidence shows that building relationships with families may mitigate fears of stigma or
repercussions that can prevent some parents and guardians from engaging in school settings after a
significant absence of inconsistent attendance.

Overall, the featured schools employed a multifaceted approach to engaging families that was grounded
in consistent communication and relationship-building. This not only reflects a fundamental feature of
high-quality community schools but also serves to facilitate greater alignment between home and school
norms, practices, and values.

Increasing Student Connectednéss and Relationship-Building

Relationship-building with students was also seen as a critical approach to supporting increased
attendance, and the featured community schools implemented strategies for strengthening relationships
across their communities. For example, multiple schools have small-group structures built into the school
day to enable closer connections between students and school staff. At Buena Vista Horace Mann, students
in grades 6-8 participate in advisory groups. Each advisory is composed of 11 students and one teacher,
who meet 4 times per week. They spend this time in community circles developing social-emotional skills;
forming relationships with peers; and building the muscles for communicating, listening, and discussion.

Elk Hills uses a mentorship program to foster student-staff connectedness, where each classified and
non-classified staff member at the school is assigned a smail, mixed-grade group of student mentees.
Mentors meet with their mentees once per month, completing optional activities that support social and
emotional learning and, importantly, build peerto-peer and student-adult bonds in a low-stakes setting.
One Elk Hills teacher reflected on the power of these mentorship groups: '

Our mentorship groups have helped a lot, because kids have gotten to be able to connecton a
deeper level than with just a school teacher on campus, and that gives them a safe space. ... It
has shifted the attitude. of a lot of our kids.

Through these, and other, small-group structures, schools are able to help students experience a sense of
belonging and form connections with a trusted adult and their peers.
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Schools are also intentionally creating supplemental and extracurricular activities designed to be engaging
and support socialization. This year, the culture and climate team at Buena Vista Horace Mann is working
with their middie school students to increase their sense of belonging, asking students questions like,
“What makes you feel really good about being here on-site? What is the quality of your experience once
you're here? What do you want to have happen that isn't happening right now?"” Based on students’
responses, they began implementing wellness days throughout the year focused an physical and mental
health, and they created a wellness center—similar to a student lounge—that offers music and free food

an a regular basis. As the principal explained, “We're hoping that continuing to do things like that will show
students that this is really their school. ... Then, as a result, they will want to be here.”

Similarly, Helen Keller introduced Wellness Wednesdays, organized by the community school coordinator
and social-emotional learning coach. On these days, during recess, students can opt in to a focused
activity or game, like drawing a picture of themselves and showing or writing their positive attributes.

" These adult-monitored safe spaces have allowed students with “smalier friend circles” to make
connections with their peers. The principal shared that students have “actually gained friendships through
those Wednesday activities, and they look forward to it, especially if [their] anxiety is kicking up.”

Meanwhile, Roybal-Allard’s principal and community school coordinator emphasize the importance of
focusing on the whole child, indlud]ng providing enriching, outside-the-classroom experiences based on
family preferences. They have leveraged partnerships to expand after-school program options, which
include a coding club, choir, cheer, basketball, and other sports. These opportunities, they believe, will
help students reengage with school and interact with peers after spending so much time at home during
the pandemic. The principal emphasized the importance of “this idea of the kids’ community and building
a sense of belonging” and said, *I feel like kids come to school when they feel like they belong here and
they're connected to other individuals.” In instituting these structures and practices, the principal said,
she is able to “see their excited faces.” She continued, “l hear their voices, | go into the classroom, and
they're learning.”

Similarly, Buena Vista Horace Mann offers enrichment opportunities within the school day and outside

of it. Middle schoolers participate in seminar electives run by community partners, including art,
weightlifting, chess, DJing, and a mariachi program. They also partner with the Jamestown Community
Center, which cultivates a diverse set of before- and after-school programming. Students can learn
cooking, coding, soccer, skateboarding, painting, poetry, theater, and chess, among many other activities.
These types of non-classroom arganized activities have “facilitated socialization” and rebuilt pandemic-
induced “atrophied social muscles,” according to the coordinator. Finding different avenues to keep
students engaged is one way the school has tackled student attendance.

Reinvigorating students’ desire to be in school, to learn, and to be with friends is key to improving
attendance. The featured schools are building on key community school practices, like enriched and
expanded learning opportunities and building a culture of belonging, safety, and care to increase
engagement and connectedness.
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Systematic Data Tracking and Monitoring

The historic rise in chronic absence, as well as growing attention to attendance in state schoaol
accountability systems, has pushed schools to focus more acutely on who is missing school and why.
The featured community schools have developed consistent systems for collecting, tracking, analyzing,
and acting on data. At Elk Hills, the community school coordinator has a strict routine. Every day atter
greeting students and families at the gate during arrival, she sits at her desk and examines attendance
data. She checks to see whao is out, which families forgot to call in the absence from the day before, and
which classes have earned 100% attendance for the day so they can receive credit and move closer to a
pizza party {20 days of 100% attendance). For monthly mestings with the principal and the multi-tiered
systems of support (MTSS) team, she analyzes data using the Everyday Labs platiorm, which provides
these insights: ' '

It will show an overall view that’s updated every other day with your chronic absenteeism rate.
You can go to each child. It'll show you how many absences they have, where they stand, are
they at risk, are they moderately chronic, severely, no attendance issues. You can create groups
on there, and it'll show you attendance patterns. So if a student is missing Wednesdays all the
time because that's our short day, or if they tend to be a vacation extender, it'll group those '
students together.

Having this data helps the coordinator, principal, and other members of the MTSS team at Elk Hills to
identify if a student’s absence pattern may indicate another barrier in attending school regularly. From
there, targeted outreach allows the school to assess whether and which supports can help get the
students to schoal more regularly. What these tiered interventions look like in practice is detailed in the
next section.

Similarly, at Roybal-Allard, according to the community school coordinater, the pupil services and
attendance counselor works with the leadership team to “look at attendance monthly and break it down
by grade levels, by subgroupé, and then look at why.” They organize students into “bands” (chronic, basic,
and excellent) based on accumulated absences, ideally no more than 1 for every 25 days of school. This
helps staff motivate students who border two bands, and to home in on students who are in the “chronic
band. Staff at Buena Vista Horace Mann also have a systematic approach to data analysis. A coordinated
care team identifies students approaching chronic levels of absenteeism. As the community school
coordinator explained, “Our team used a protocol where our wellness leads identified students [at risk of
chronic absenteeism] and answered these questions: Who's improving? Who's missing more [school] than
they were before? What trends do you see?”

»

At Helen Keller, the principal described their use of data as one of the most successful strategies they
have employed to bolster attendance. She shared: '

[ think our focus of really looking at the patterns of attendance [is] really important because it
helps us focus on the families who really need the support and who really need the constant
engagement to remind them that they need to come to school.

Through the data analysis and targeted outreach, the principal, coordinator, and family liaison gain a firm
grip on the root cause for each student who misses several days of school. The principal explained:
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| can print out a report for our attendance right now, and [ can give you a reason why every one
of our students is on that list, right? These two sisters, it's because mom works in the morning,
and she struggles sometimes to [get them] to school. For [another student], it's because he
has anxiety, he’s starting to take medication, and it's not working for him. | can go through case
by case because of the conversations that | have with parents or that the community liaison
has with parents, or information that's been provided by the teachers to me. | can break down
case by case why students are missing or what we suspect is the issue. ... It doesnt mean that
we can [solve every] problem or [stop] brainstorming ideas on how to support them.,

This engagement with data allows the school-based teams to effectively and efficiently leverage the
services and resources available to the students and families most in need. Importantly, this work does
not fall to one person. Rather, data are reviewed and decisions are made collaboratively, allowing for
multiple voices and perspectives to inform the supportive solutions that are identified.

Utilizing Tiered Systems of Support to Increase Attendance

The systemic use of data aids the highlighted community schools in leveraging the tiered support systems
(e.g., MTSS) they have in piace' to tackle chronic absenteeism. As with their approaches to providing
students with academic, social, or emotional supports, these schools use universal (Tier 1) strategies
designed to reach all students and targeted and intensive (Tiers 2 and 3) strategies intended to support
students struggling with attendance.

Tier 1 strategies encourage attendance among all students. These universal strategies include student
connectedness—an approach that leaders and staff at the featured community schools named as
essential to their efforts to combat chronic absenteeism. Several schools emphasized that their Tier 1
interventions are designed to support students in building friendships and to nurture close connections
between students and adults. The principal at Roybal-Allard shared that one cause of absenteeism in the
postpandemic years is increased social anxiety and rusty social skills among students. To address this,
Roybal-Allard has provided structured opportunities for students to interact with their peers and build
friendships.' These include after-schoaol sparts clubs and a new program called Elevo, in which coaches
engage students in fun, productive activities that incorporate social and emotional skills.

In addition to relationship-centered approaches, community school staif mentioned the use of incentives
as a universal strategy 10 bolster attendance. For example, Elk Hills has developed reward systems such
as a monthly raffle drawing for students who missed -no more than 1 day of school during the month.
Similarly, Roybal-Allard strategically plans fun activities and giveaways on days that are typically low
attendance (e.g., the days after winter and spring breaks) and displays bulletin boards that present
student improvements in attendance.

For students and families needing more intensive attendance support—as identified through the data
collection and analysis processes described above—the community schools use a range of targeted
(Tiers 2 and 3) strategies to support families. For example, Buena Vista Horace Mann, Elk Hills, and
Roybal-Allard utilize parent conferences on-site and home visits to meet with families, understand the
barriers that prevent students from regularly attending school, and connect families with resources. For
more complex (Tier 3) cases, students and families may require referrals for additional services, such as
mental health counseling, relief funds, or housing and transportation.
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QOverall, the community schools leverage their tiered iR
systems of support to increase attendance and meet
individual student and family needs. This approach their tiered systems of support to
allows them to address chronic absenteeism increase attendande and meet
through data-driven approaches and processes {0
connect students and families to needed resources
and opportunities.

The community schools leverage -

individual student and family needs.

Leveraging Partnerships to Support Youth and Families

Partnerships with external organizations are critical to community schools and their ability to foster youth
well-being and achievement through integrated systems of support and cther school features. Some of the
focal community schools reinforced the importance of partnerships and pointed fo their role in addressing
chronic absenteeism.

The partnership that supports Buena Vista Horace Mann's “Stay-Over Program” is an illustrative case.
This noteworthy program seeks to address San Francisco's growing housing crisis by providing overnight
shelter as well as food and other supportive services for up to 60 people in the school’s gymnasium. The
program, which is cpen 7 days per week 1o all San Francisco Unified School District students and families
experiencing homelessness, is made possible by a collaboration and joint-use agreement between the
schoal, the district, the city, and the county.?? Buena Vista Horace Mann's principal explained why this
program is important for students and schaol attendance:

If a student is concerned about where they're going 1o sleep that night, or if they're going to
have enough focd, or if their mother is safe from violence, if they're going home to a housing
situation that is far less than ideal, they're not going to be able to really attend in the ways that
we want them to in class.

This statement suggests this partnership is seen as supportive of the school's goals of reducing
chronic absenteeism.

Helen Keller's partnership with the California-based nonprofit Think Together provides another example
of how community school partnerships can support increased attendance. Across Lynwood Unified,

data showed that parents and caregivers who need to be at work before schools open their doors were
struggling to bring their children to school. In respanse, Helen Keller partnered with Think Together, which
organizes programming for youth outside of school hours, to provide before-school care. A little over a
month after the service began, more than 25 families were already participating.

As partnerships can connect youth and families to site-based services that support school attendance

in community schools, evidence from Elk Hills suggests that cross-sector collaborations can also inform

the identification of effective strategies that community schools use to combat chronic absenteeism.
Specifically, a first-of-its-kind rural Children’'s Cabinet advises Elk Hills and other districts in its consortium in
tackling key challenges and better connecting schools to resources. The cross-sector advisory cabinet was
established in 2018 and is composed of district leaders, parents, students, community school coordinators,
and representatives of county- and community-based organizations, such as College Community Services,
Community Action Partnership of Kern, and Kern Behavioral Health and Recovery Services.
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The Children’s Cabinet has actively advised Elk Hills and other consortium districts around the challenge
of chronic absenteeism, helping the community school collective to identify attendance barriers, research
innovative solutions, and improve ways 1o track attendance progress. The cabinet’s collective efforts
have generated tangible resources and strategies for community schools affiliated with the consortium,
including protocols to guide home visits, effective messaging campaigns to support attendance
awareness, and the development of high-quality attendance teams. Significant decreases in chronic
absenteeism at Elk Hills and other elementary districts in the consortium suggest that the advice and
strategic insights garnered from the cross-sector Children’s Cabinet are yielding results.

Key Role of Community School Coordinators

Staff in the featured schools identified many factors and circumstances that lead to chronic absentesism,
inciuding transpartation barriers, work schedules, homelessness, student and family mental health
challenges, and confusion around attendance policies. Given the range of challenges that can contribute
to chronic absenteeism, efforts to increase school attendance require school staff to identify why students
are missing school and ta support families in overcoming barriers to attendance. In this, community
school coordinators play a critical role.

Coordinators in the featured schools lend essential capacity and attention fo the strategies for combating
chronic absenteeism described above. For instance, community school coordinators at Bugna Vista
Horace Mann, Elk Hills, and Helen Keller support data tracking and analysis processes that help identify
students in need of attendance interventions, which in turn informs how schools leverage their tiered
systems of support to meet student and family needs. Community school coordinators also play a
prominent role in relationship-building with students and families. They are intentionally visible to students
and families, often welcoming each child to the campus in the morning and taking opportunities to have
informal conversations with students and families whenever possible. Coordinators also organize and
support structures intended to foster student connectedness and well-being, as demonstrated by the role
of coordinators in leading the mentorship program at Elk Hills and Wellness Wednesdays at Helen Keller.

With their focus on family engagement, community school coordinators play a large role in supporting
parental outreach and communication regarding attendance promotion. They are often charged with
making initial phone calls home when a student is absent from school and pursue more extended
conversations with families when students are chronically absent or nearing the threshold. The [atter
includes home visits. For instance, at Helen Keller, the community school coordinator conducts
approximately 10 home visits per manth to support students who are chronically absent. She noted that
the visits allow her to explain the types of resources that Helen Keller can provide to support student
attendance. She shared:

It's our opportunity to let them know we have hot spots, we have school uniforms. If that's

the reason you are not coming to school, we can [help] with transportation, housing stability.
Maybe they have issues going at home, [such as] divorgce, trauma. We can provide referrals for
therapy services.

In addition to this outreach, community school coordinators described other activities they engaged in to
support attendance, such as leading messaging and informational campaigns about the importance of
school attendance and organizing monthly raffles for students with strong attendance,
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Community school coordinators also play a pivotal role in bringing resources to families through
partnerships. The community school coordinater at Buena Vista Horace Mann explained:

[it is my job to] turn those needs that are surfaced into resources. When families said they

needed housing, it was, “Let's bring in the supervisor's office and find out how we can get

families into housing.” When our data told us mental health was a need, it was, “Let’s write

this Kaiser grant to run a pilot.” The cycle is identify the need, gather the data in a way that

is meaningful, present that data to the folks that can provide services or resources, and then
" build & program around that.

In addition to identifying resources, Buena Vista Horace Mann's community school coardinator explained
that his role entails managing the partnerships that provide needed resources. “I'm responsible for
bringing in partnerships that can do that work and maintaining {those] relationships,” he said. “That
network of support has to be maintained, and that is what | have my eye on.” Community school
coordinators manage partners to sdpport many aspects of school and students’ lives, and these skills

~ allow them to address chronic absenteeism using a similar skill set.

The activities that support schoo! attendance—providing incentives for consistent attendance, regularly
analyzing attendance data, meeting with students, conducting home visits with families, identifying
community resources, and managing partnerships—are time-intensive and require skilled work. The
featured schools benefit from community school coordinators who have expertise in identifying student
and family needs, building relationships with families, and developing partnerships with organizations that
can provide the support that students need to attend school regularly.

While community school coordinators in the featured schools provided critical capacity and support, they
did not work alone. They collaborated with administrators and cther site-based support teams to make
sense of attendance data and to implement supportive approaches that help students and families
come to school regularly. Principals at these sites played a key role in supporting and encouraging the
community school coordinators to take leadership in these efforts. The collective efforts to combat
chronic absenteeism in the featured sites embodies a key practice in high-quality community schools: an
embrace of collaberative leadership, shared power, and voice.

18 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | REDUCING CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM: LESSONS FROM COMMUNITY SCHOOLS

34«



Key Takeaways for Reducing Chronic Absenteeism

Concerns about chronic ahsenteeism are prevalent as schools grapple with the reality of post-COVID-19

" pandemic challenges. Policymakers and educators throughout the nation can learn from the California
community schools featured here, which are making substantial progress in addressing these
challenges head-on. '

Community school personnel ahd site leaders at the featured schools pointed to structures and
processes that enabled their effective efforts to stem chronic absenteeism. These included lending
dedicated capacity to combating chronic absenteeism through the critical work of their community school
coordinators, who closely collaborated with school leaders and other staff to identify attendance barriers,
support students and families in addressing those challenges, and manage partnerships with service
providers. The schools also increased attention to family engagement and relationship-building with
students to bolster their sense of school connectedness. Community school staff at the featured sites
also systematically monitored attendance data, used a tiered system to provide differentiated supports to
increase attendance, and leveraged school-community partnerships to support students and families.

These strategies demonstrate key learnings about effective approaches to increasing school attendance:

« Effective approaches to combating chronic absenteeism are not just reactive but also proactive
and preventive in nature. The community schools featured in this report did not sclely wait
for prablems to arise. Instead, they actively invested in engaging families, often sharing the
importance of consistent attendance and information about students’ attendance data. They also
facused an relationship-building with students and families and worked to create a school climate
that felt warm and welcoming. These efforts fostered a sense of éonnection, making community
schools places where students and families wanted to be.

* Trusting relationships with students and families—rather than punitive approaches—are
foundational in preventing and reducing chronic absenteeism. Without trust and a feeling of
connectedness to school, efforts to support chronically absent students are unlikely to succeed.

The community school staff emphasized that if students and families trust that community school
staff care about them, are there to help, and will welcome them even if they are running late or have
missed a substantial number of school days, they are usually willing to show up and seek support
when needed. By partnering with students and families to problem-solve attendance barriers
together, these schools adopted a restorative approach rather than a punitive approach, which might
involve actions such as employing truant officers or taking legal action against parents.

* A systematic approach to utilizing data and managing the provision of services is important. When
challenges arose that created barriers to attendance, the featured community schools were prepared
to respond quickly in providing support for both students and families. They had robust data systems
and analysis processes that helped them to identify students who were nearing and exceeding
the chronic absenteeism threshold and to consider underlying causes that the school could work
to mitigate. The community schools also had a structured approach to managing the provision
of services {such as transportation assistance, overnight shelter space for families experiencing
homelessness, and mental health care) to help address attendance barriers for students and
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families. By leveraging a tiered system of support to meet the differential needs of studentis and
families around attendance, the schools were able to offer a coherent approach to supporting
attendance that aligns with how they already approached intervention and challenges in other areas.

= Community school coordinators played a critical role in reducing chronic absenteeism, pointing
to the importance of dedicated capacity to address the challenge. All practitioners at the featured
schools played a role in partnering with families and developing the trusting relationships that
form the backbone for supporting school attendance. However, given the range of challenges that
contribute to chronic absenteeism-~some of which, such as mental health, have been exacerbated
hy the pandemic—schools need capacity to address attendance barriers. The community school
coordinators met this need. The coordinators played a key role in tracking and analyzing data and
in brainstorming solutions. They were central figures In strengthening family engagement, building
trusting relationships, and managing external partnerships at school sites—the latter of which also
provided resources and suppori to increase attendance at many of the community schools.

* Collaboration among varied school actors can support efforts to stem chronic absenteeism. While
dedicated capacity to support students and families in reducing absenteeism was impertant in
the featured community schools, collaboration and consultation among administrators, school
support teams, and community schoaol coordinators helped schools in meeting student and family
attendance challenges. The principals at these sites, in particuiar, engaged in a collaborative
leadership approach that provided coordinators the support and flexibility to address the issue.

* Schools benefit from being part of a broader network of community schools that supports their efforts
to reduce chronic absenteeism in a restorative manner. While the community schools featured in this
report operate in vastly different school district contexts, they are all part of broader community schoo!
initiatives that are receiving state grant funding through the California Community Schools Partnership
Program (CCSPP). The districts in which the schools are situated have committed to the community
schools strategy and are providing support and training to participating school sites. Host districts
also have established systems-level (e.g., city or county) partnersh'ips that enable community school
sites to access resources for students and families, rather than each site adopting a “one school at a
time" partnership approach. Having systemic supports in place enhances and reinforces the work at
individual schools, so they can expand their efforts rather than battling against a misaligned system.

These takeaways can inform leaders and practitioners who are working to identify and implement
approaches to address chronic absentegism in their own settings. While their form and scope will look
distinct in implementation, particularly in non-community school settings and at the high school level,
they nonetheless shed light on the importance of a multifaceted and collaborative strategy to support
consistent attendance—one that provides key supports and interventions when needed while ensuring
that schools are environments where students and families want to be.

_ As this report highlights, community schools are particularly well positioned to address the challenge of
chronic absenteeism and its varied underlying causes. With their dedicated staff (e.g., community school
coordinators) and key practices (e.g., family and community engagement, integrated student supports,
community parinerships, collaborative leadership), community schools have the structure, resources, and
commitment to partner with students and families to address attendance barriers in a holistic manner
that supports student achievement and well-being.
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ALTERNATIVE PLACEMENT FOR

JRAVANER  ELEMENTARY, MIDDLE & HIGH

EIEEDIIINITSY  SCHOOL STUDENTS
GENERAL /SPECIAL EDUCATION GRADES 4-12

Inducing long-term behavior change involves a combination of effective
teaching methods, emotional engagement, and a supportive environment

" THERAPEUTIC SERVICES

Llcensed Clmlcal Social Worker & Llcensed Psychologist
Psychiatric Services Includmg Medication ‘Management

o Strength Based Counselmg
AN ¢ Solution Focused Counseling
~, ¢ Crisis Intervention Services

ADVENTURE EDUCATION

™, fé/ Combining Adventure Education with social and emotional learning (SEL)is a

powerful way to engage students both intellectually and emotionally, RAA’s
Adventure Education program ties into content learning and SEL, ensuring
long-term impact on student behavior:

¢ Experiential Learning Through e Resilience & Coping Skills
Hands-on Outdoor Activities ¢ Mindfulness & Stress
N e Goal Setting and Reflection Management
» Team Building & Relationships s Real-World Problem Solving

| PERSONALIZED ACADEMICS

RAA offers a differentiated approach to learning that sets.us
apart from other schools. Gourses are designed to meet the
needs of our students with a hands-on multifaceted approach.
. RAAstudents have the opportunity to explore hands-on

. learning expenences through:

"\\ s Project Based. ¢ On site Greenhouse
. Activities & Electives e Hydroponic Systems
", e STEM Lab ¢ Personalized Learning
AN
™
AN

\\‘
",
\\

] For more information visit moesc.org/raa
L 4 @RAchieveAcademy 100 Tornillo Way 732-389-5555 M* ESC
#WeRAchievementAcademy Tinton Falls, NJ 07712 Kmiller@moesc.org - \ 4

Ll



o A\A

Parent Advocacy Network:

SPAN Parent Advocacy Network comments fo Joint Committee on Public
Schools: Student Mental Health Issues/School Avoidance

March 11, 2025

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today on these very important issues.
The SPAN Parent Advocacy Network (SPAN) is NJ's federally designated Parent
Training and Information Center, Family-to-Family Health Information Center, NJ State
Affiliate Organization (SAQ) of Family Voices, and the NJ affiliate of Parent-to-Parent
USA. We also house a Military Family 360 Support program and national RAISE
(Resources for Access, Independence, Self-Determination, and Employment) TA
Center. Additionally, we provide technical support to the parent centers in the Northeast
Region as well as house the National Technical Assistance Center providing support for
the approximately 96 parent centers across the country.

SPAN provides resources, training, leadership development as well as individual
technical assistance. We receive tens of thousands of calls each year looking for that
support/information. It's through that lens that we submit these comments.

Since Covid and the return to physical school buildings, our calls related to children’s
mental health, behavior, school removal and school avoidance have increased by at
least 30 percent. It is difficult to just put a laser focus on one result i.e. School
avoidance when so much of this is intertwined. | can report to you what is shared with
us by parents, students and members of the education community.

We have found multiple reasons for school avoidance:
Bullying
Not implementing IEP/504 Plan or IHP
Lack of resources or options at the school
School removal and/or Discipline-no real transttlon plan to return to schools,
barriers faced by families
* School Anxiety, Social Anxiety, Depression, Social Deficits or co-morbid with other
disability including health impairment.
o Boredom, School too difficult or not difficult enough to maintain mterest
o Staff and administrative training, coaching
o Lack of access to resources outside of school

More than 20% of youth experienced at least 1 major depressive episode in the
past year More than HALF of youth with major depression did not receive mental
health treatment School Mental Health Report Card — March 2025

With that alarming statistic the reports itself puts forth some policy
recommendations | will share with the committee:
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School Mental Health Report Card | Inseparable

Policy Recommendations:

Permit excused absences for mental health and offer the student and their parent
or caregiver information on mental health support following two or more
absences

Adopt regular training and coaching of teachers and school staff on mental
health, suicide prevention, and substance use disorders.

Utilize proactive not reactive response. Early Intervention is crucial.

Expand mental health supports for teachers and school staff Implement
alternatives to exclusionary discipline {e.g. suspension and expulsion), such as
referrals to counseling or behavioral supports. [mproving crisis response.

Update anti- bullylng and harassment policies to ensure they effectively address
emerging trends in harmful behaviors

Ensuring access to mental health care; expanding the mental health workforce.
Promoting school and youth mental health, skills for life success. School based
services are critical

Require age-appropriate mental health education in grades K—12 Schools have
an important role in addressing youth suicide. States can support suicide
prevention awareness and training for students. Direct schools that issue student
ID cards to include the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline or other crisis help line

Thank you agaln for the opportunity to provide input and share some experiences and

ideas.

Respectfully,

Peg Kinsell

Policy Director, SPAN Parent Advocacy Network
570 Broad Street, Suite 702

Newark, NJ 07102

201-724-4454 pkinsell@spanadvocacy.org

To empowerfamilies and inform and involve professiopals and other individuals interested in

the healthy development and education of children, to enable all children to become fully

participating and contributing members of our comumunities and society:
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Joint Cammittee on the Fublic Schools
Tuesday, March 11, 2025
Draft Testimony of Dr. Rache] Goldberg

Good Morning Joint Committee on the Public Schools Members,
Thank you for being here today.

My name is Dr. Rachel Goldberg, | am a taxpayer in South Orange, a parent of three public
school students, Superintendent of Springfield Public Schools in Union County, and member of
the Garden State Coaltion of Schools. It is an honor 1o join you.

| would like to start with a few points of gratitude. Garden State Coalition of Schools
appreciates Ms. DiBenedetti's responsiveness to the needs of school districts and her
organizing this session. We would like to recognize the work of the Governor’s Office,
Commissioner Dehmer, and the Department of Education for recognizing the importance of a
strong budget process. By providing early notification of anticipated percentage changes and
timely budget information, our district has been able to plan productively for the coming school
year. | can attest that the budget provided to our district is a testament to the members of the
Governor's Office and legislature who have heard our call, and our community is hopeful that
this budget will pass successfully.

We are here today to discuss issues of chronic absenteeism and school avoidance.

The pandemic laid bare the essential role of schools, serving as centers for learning and vital
economic engines, providing essential services including childcare and mental health support.
We witnessed the profound impact of social isolation on our students, from delayed social
development in our youngest students to adolescents grappling with navigating in-person peer
connections. The pervasive anxiety exacerbated by the pandemic has had multi-generational
impacts, and we address these challenges every day.

| became Superintendent of Springfield Public Schools on July 1, 2020, so there is not a great
deal of “before” data or experiences that | can share; however | can speak directly to what our
current reality is. For the context, Springfield is a “GH" district, supporting approximately 2,200
students from preschool through grade 12, and over 72% of our budget comes from local
taxpayer dollars. Our per pupil expenditure for this school year is $19,352.

Within our schools, our dedicated counselors are working tirelessly to support students
struggling in the school system. We maintain low counselor caseloads in middle and high school
(under 225 students per counselor) and provide access to a Student Assistance Counselor, a
social worker who offers individual and group counseling. We are adding a new Board Certified
Behavior Analyst (BCBA) position and budgeting for an additional staff member to expand our
therapeutic options and proactively address student triggers before they escalate to school
avoidance.
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Currently, Springfield has a number of students attending out-of-district schools due to school
avoidance. Each of the students has an IEP. These cases are not isolated; their avoidance
stems from a complex interplay of factors that may include mental health diagnoses, academic
difficulties, bullying (often amplified by social media), and family dynamics. Most of these
students hegan exhibiting schoo! avoidance behaviors during middle or high school and, in
some c¢ases, began in relation to the post-pandemic return to school.

The financial burden is substantial. For the 2025-2026 school year, we have budgeted over
$650,000 for these out-of-district placements and transportation costs. These placements,
operating without cost caps, are projected to increase by 7-10% annually. Despite our best

- efforts to develop in-house support programs, the likelihood of these students returning to our
district is low. The cost of several private programs exceeds $100,000 a year for tuition alone.

To provide a broader perspective, | consulted with Ms. Carrie Dattilo, Superintendent of the
Union County Educational Services Commission (UCESC). UCESC serves a significantly
different student population across five schools, including two alternative schools that support
at-risk students from Elizabeth Public Schoels and one therapeutic school that supports
students from multiple districts. Of the students served in three of their schools, 26% of students
in 23-24 were returned to the district for reasons including lack of attendance, extreme
disciplinary infractions, and leaving their assigned disfrict.

At their therapeutic school, the cost is approximately $63,000 a year and includes daily group
and weekly individual counseling, occupational and speech therapies, and small class sizes.
Their staff includes 4 BCBAs, a Student Assistance Counselot, and a supervisor of Behavioral
Sciences. ‘

In Springfield and UCESC, the special education content area certification challenges make it
difficult to find the staff necessary to build or expand programs to meet the complex needs of
our students. The shortage of professionals to support our programs is a very real impediment.

Similar to others speaking this morning, we are asking for intentional and systematic support
from our state and local agencies; what has been offered to date is not adequately addressing
the challenges we are facing.

Today, we are offering three ideas to support our students and school systems:

Please strengthen our state investment in public mental health programs. You can assist
us by encouraging the thoughtful development of more district or public options for supporting
students struggling with mental health issues. Where districts see population shifts or have
room, there may be an opportunity for the state to provide fiscal support for identifying and
developing innovative programs as a shared service among other public schools. This is
happening in some districts already; your voice can help move us forward.

Please use your legislative power to address the exceptional bureaucratic hurdles and
self-imposed limits to attracting strong educational staff, Physical space may be available,
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but the staff to support the students' needs is increasingly difficult to find. Please, keep the
momentum to reduce the cost burdens for certifications and move legislation broadening the
reach of specific teacher certification credentials forward. There are two bills Sponsored by
Assemblywoman Bagolie that deserve your atiention.

Please accept that New Jersey is losing out on hiring qualified professionals because of the
archaic New Jersey First rules that keep strong educators and school professionals from nearby
states from applying to our schools. | would like to recognize Co-Chair Assemblywoman
Reynolds-Jackson, and Assemblywomen Matsikoudis and Assemblywoman Morales for
sponsoring or co-sponsoring legislation to make this change. We hope that members of the
Senate sponsor a partner bill and move this forward before we enter another school year with
fewer candidates.

Unfortunately, outside interests and partisan loyalties undermine the opportunity to make
progress; please be the leaders who advocate for positive change.

Please oversee the private programs' cost structures and accountability. We must ask
why private placements are allowed to operate with minimal cost oversight and unbounded
ahility to raise costs. Public school districts have a 2% cap on our annual budgets, and the
enarmous amount of public fax dollars supporting private out-of-district schools demands
oversight. With federal funding under attack, we are even more concerned about maintaining
quality programs for all of our students.

Please keep our schools from falling victim to a failure narrative. We can and do offer
exceptional learning environmenis for our children. At a time when public education is under
attack, please help us to effectively use our resources to provide every student access to the
educational success that makes New Jersey among the best in the country. Thank you.

Senate

Senator Joseph Cryan- D- Union
Senator Renee C. Burgess- D-Irvington
Senator Angela McKnight- D-Jersey City
Senator Joseph Pennacchio-R-Montville
Senator Douglas Steinhardt-R-Lopatcong
Senator Michael Testa-R-Vineland

Senator Shirley Turner-D- Ewing
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Assembly

Assemblywoman Verlina Reynolds-Jackson-D-Trenton
Assemblywomanr Linda Carter-D- Plainfield
Assemblywoman Victoria A. Flynn-R-Middletown
Assemblywoman Michele Matsikoudis-R- New Providence
Assemblywoman Carmen Theresa Morales-D-Belleville
Assemblyman Erik Simonsen-R-Vineland

Assemblyman Benjie E. Wimberly-D-Paterson
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Good morning, co-chairs Senator Cyran and Assemblywoman Reynolds-lackson and esteemed members of the
Joint Committee on Public Schoals. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today on the critical issue of
student mental health and school avoidance. My name is Jennifer Thompson, and i am the CEQ of United Way
of Hunterdon County. | have a Master of Social Work and a background in mental health, which informs my
deep commitment to the well-being of young people in our community. | am also a mother of junior high
student in our Hunterdon County public school system. My professional background and personal lived
experience as a mother in this community drives my work on behalf of our children. -

The U.S. Surgeon General has identified youth mental health as the defining crisis of our lifetime, citing an
urgent need for action at all levels of government. This crisis has been exacerbated by the lingering effects of
the pandemic, social isolation, economic hardship, and increased stressors on young people today. If we fail {o
act, we risk an entire generation of students struggling to achieve academic and persanal success due to
unaddressed mental health challenges. »

The State of Youth Mental Health in Hunterdon County
Across New Jersey, and particularly in Hunterdon County, we are witnessing an alarming.rise in youth mental
health challenges that are contributing to increased school avoidance. According to recent data from the
Hunterdon County Department of Health and local school districts:
+ Over 30% of middle and high school students report experiencing persistent feelings of sadness or
hopelessness.
» An estimated 1 in 5 students in our county struggle with anxiety, depression, or other mental health
conditions that interfere with their daily lives.
« Chronic absenteeism rates have surged, with some districts reporting a 25% increase in students
missing 10% or more of the school year. _
¢ Educators and school staff repart that mental health concerns are among the top reasons for student
disengagement and school avoidance.

Understanding School Avoidance in New Jersey .
School avoidance, also known as school refusal, is a growing issue that is closely tied to student mental health.
It occurs when a child regularly misses school due to emotional distress, rather than external factors like
truancy or lack of parental enforcement. Research suggests that between 2-5% of school-aged
children experience severe school avoidance, with rates increasing in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Common causes of school avoidance include:
= Anxiety Disorders — Many students with generalized anxiety, social anxiety, or panic disorders struggle
to attend school due to overwhelming fear and distress.
+ . Depression — Symptoms such as fatigue, lack of motivation, and feelings of hopelessness can make
attending school feel impossible.
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Bullying and Social Isolation — Students who experience bullying, discrimination, or social difficulties
may avoid school to escape negative peer interactions.

Academic Stress — High-stakes testing, learning difficulties, and pressure to succeed contribute to
students feeling overwhelmed and avoiding school. :
Trauma and Family Stressors — Instability at home, including parental mental health struggles, poverty,
or past trauma, can make school attendance inconsistent.

Lack of Representation in School Leadership'— Studies have shown that students are more likely to feel
safe and engaged in school when they see teachers, administrators, and staff who share their racial,
ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. A 2023 report from the Learning Policy Institute found that students
of color—particularly Black and Hispanic students—often struggle with feelings of alienation in schools
where they do not see themselves reflected in the teaching and leadership staff. LGBTQIA+ students
also report higher rates of school avoidance when they do not have trusted adults who affirm their
identities.

School Safety Concerns — The growing fear of school shootings and violence has also contributed to
school avoidance. According to a 2024 Pew Research Center survey, nearly 60% of teenagers report
worrying about a potential school shooting. Students experiencing anxiety over their personal safety
may avoid attending school altogether, particularly in communities where active shooter drills and
reports of gun violence have heightened their fears.

When students engage in school avoidance, it often leads to:

Academic decline, as missed school days result in falling behind on coursework.

Social withdrawal, leading to further isolation and difficulty reintegrating into peer groups.

Increased mental health struggles, as avoidance reinforces anxiety and depression rather than
addressing the underlying issues.

Long-term consequences, including higher dropout rates and difficulty securing employment or further
education opportunities.

Causes of Increased Youth Mental Health Challenges
Several factors are contributing to the rising rates of youth mental health struggles, particularly among

marginalized students: : .
1. Racial Disparities and Diversity in Hunterdon County — While Hunterdon County is often perceived as a

predominantly-affluent and homaogenous community, our population is growing in diversity. Black and
Brown students often face unique stressors, including racial discrimination, lack of representation in
school curricula, and disparities in disciplinary actions. Studies have shown that students of color
experience disproportionate rates of school suspensions and punitive discipline, further exacerbating
feelings of alienation and anxiety.

Lack of Adequate Resources in Rural Communities — Many of the challenges we face are exacerbated
by the limited availability of mental health services in rural areas like Hunterdon County. Students in
need of specialized care often encounter months-long wait times for appointments, and the cost of
private mental healthcare is prohibitive for many families.

Limited Public Transportation — A significant barrier to accessing mental health services is the lack of
reliable public transportation. Many students and families in Hunterdon County have difficulty reaching
providers due to the absence of a robust transit system, leaving those without personal vehicles unable
to get the care they need.

Financial Barriers — Even when services are available, the cost of therapy, medication, and treatment
can be prohibitive for many families, particularly those within the ALICE (Asset Limited, Income
Constrained, Employed) population. Insurance coverage is often inadequate, and many providers do
not accept Medicaid or lower-cost insurance options.
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5. Federal Policy Shifts and the Marginalization of Vulnerable Youth — Recent federal policy changes
have rolled back protections and funding for programs that support LGBTQIA+ youth, diversity
initiatives, and mental health services in schools. These shifts are deeply concerning, as they remove
critical safeguards for some of our most at-risk students. It is imperative that the New Jersey
Legislature counteract these changes by prioritizing funding for programs that support mental health
equity, inclusion, and comprehensive care for all students, regardless of their race, gender identity, or
background.

United Way of Hunterdon County’s Response

At United Way of Hunterdon County, we are taking a proactive role in addressing this crisis. Recognizing the
urgent need for accessible mental health services, we have launched new initiatives aimed at providing free
counseling and mental health support to students and families who might otherwise lack access to care.

1. Free Mental Health Counseling Program — This initiative provides no-cost, confidential counseling
sarvices to youth and young adults, as well as parents, ensuring that financial barriers do not prevent
students from receiving the help they need. These services are available through a national telehealth
partner and are virtual, eliminating the monetary and physical barriers to quality mental health
services. '

2. Youth Resilience and Well-Being Workshops — We have introduced a series of workshops in
collaboration with local schools that focus on coping strategies, stress management, and building
emotional resilience. These programs help students develop practical tools to manage anxiety and
depression before they reach a crisis point. They are evidenced based, led by trained local mental
health professionals and integrate emerging technology such as virtual reality, meeting youth where
they are, in fun, interactive ways—thereby engaging them in the conversation and normalizing mental
health discussions and support.

3. United in Play — As part of our commitment to supporting ALICE youth, we have expanded our
programs to now include partnerships with schools and recreational sports teams, training volunteers
and trusted aduits in signs and symptoms of mental health issues while also eliminating the barriers to
activities and community supports that positively impact youth’s mental health and school avoidance.

4. Parent and Educator Training — We are working with schools to provide training sessions for parents,
teachers, and school staff on recognizing signs of mental health struggles, responding effectively, and
connecting students to available resources.

How the NJ Legislature Can Support These Efforts
The New lersey Legislature has an opportunity to be a national leader in student mental health policy. We urge
the state to:
+ Increase funding for in-school mental health services, including more counselors and soctal workers,
s Expand telehealth mental health options for students who may not have access to in-person services.
+ Strengthen community-school partnerships to ensure that local nonprofits Ilke United Way can
continue to provide vital mental health programs.
« Prioritize legislative funding for programs that support marginalized youth, particularly in Ilght of
federai rollbacks in LGBTQIA+ and diversity-focused programs.
« Invest in public transportation options in rural areas to ensure that families can access critical services.
¢ Support nonprofit-private partnerships that allow organizations like United Way to expand our free
mental health counseling and outreach programs.

Conclusion

In closing, | want to emphasize that school avoidance is a symptom of a larger crisis. We must act with
urgency to support our students, ensuring that every child—regardless of their circumstances—has the
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mental health resources neededto succeed in school and in life. The United Way of Hunterdon County
stands ready to work alongside the Legislature to expand our programs and ensure that all students in
New Jersey have access to the care and support they need.

Thank you for your time and for your dedication to the well-being of New Jersey’s students. | welcome any
questions you may have.
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