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Good afternoon, Chairman Mendelson, Councilmembers, and members of the
public. | am Dr. Lewis D. Ferebee, Chancellor of the District of Columbia Public
Schools (DCPS). Regular school attendance is critical for student success. Missing
too much school can have serious consequences for young people. So, | appreciate

the opportunity to testify on the topics of chronic absenteeism and truancy.

Students can only maximize their learning and take advantage of the many
programs at our schools when they are present. That is why we are so intentionally
focused on improving student attendance. It is not work that we can succeed at
alone, so we work in close partnership with each of the agencies testifying today.
While we are not yet where we want to be, in School Year 2024-2025, DCPS
maintained a districtwide in-seat attendance rate of 87%, and we invested in
several approaches to improve student attendance. Today, my testimony will focus
on the proactive strategies and targeted interventions that connect students to

school.

At DCPS, we use data about student experiences to understand what students need
to succeed. Twice each year, we survey students about their experiences at school.
Last spring, we saw more survey responses than ever before. Most importantly,
students reported their highest sense of belonging than ever before, with about a
third of DCPS schools at or near the 99" percentile nationwide for urban
elementary, middle, and high schools. This year, for the first time ever, we launched
a monthly check-in tool at all DCPS that educators can use to keep a pulse on how
students are experiencing school, whether they feel safe, and whether they need

support. In the first weeks of school, we used this tool for more than 25,000 check-



ins with students. These check-ins allow educators to respond to students before a

concern becomes a crisis.

We know that rigorous academics and career-connected learning motivate
students to attend. In SY24-25, 4,600 students enrolled in AP courses, and the
districtwide pass rate rose to 56%, a four-point increase. Our Career and Technical
Education (CTE) programs now serve 5,900 high school students, with expanded
middle school offerings and honors credit for advanced coursework. In a similar
vein, DCPS students can also gain college credit and industry-recognized credentials
through DC’s two Advanced Technical Centers, in Wards 5 and 8. These programs
are aligned with high-demand industries and help students see a clear path to
college and career. When students see relevance in their learning, they are more

likely to remain connected to school.

Our Afterschool and Out-of-School Time Programs provide structured enrichment,
academic support, and social connection beyond the school day. In SY24-25, 7,000
students participated at 55 Title | schools as part of DCPS’s free Out of School Time
Programs. This is in addition to the thousands of students who participate in
programs run by our amazing partners, some of whom you have heard from today.
In previous years, students who regularly attended these programs came to school

nine more days on average than their peers and showed gains in math and ELA.

Athletics also play a powerful role in student engagement. Students who
participate in sports report stronger social-emotional skills, deeper connections to

their school community, and higher levels of motivation. In SY24-25, over 7,300



students participated in athletics at DCPS. Student-athletes have higher in-seat
attendance rates and GPAs than their peers not involved in sports. We continue to
expand athletic offerings and support new team requests to ensure more students

can benefit from these opportunities.

DCPS continues to strengthen communication with families regarding attendance,
as well. We participate in the EveryDay Labs nudge reminders and provide
reminders from DCPS leadership and local athletes about the importance of
attendance. If you walk into a DCPS school, you will see posters, graphics, and
charts highlighting the impact of regular attendance and recognizing students and
classrooms with high attendance. Our goal is that every family understands how

daily attendance supports student success.

Each initiative | have described has an impact on connection to school and student
attendance. But proactive strategies are not enough. We also need to intervene
when students are not attending school regularly. This happens first at the school-
level. DCPS looks at the whole child and examines the cause of concerns. For
students who miss five unexcused absences in a term, this is done through a
referral to a Student Support Team. This referral process is one of the supports that
DCPS puts in place for students who are demonstrating they need help. This team
works to understand barriers to attendance, provide education, and support the
student as needed. While student attendance can improve after this intervention,
it often takes time, and sometimes the barriers to solid attendance are outside the
ability of a school team to control. That is why DCPS works closely with government

partners like the Department of Human Services (DHS), the Child and Family



Services Agency (CFSA), the Office of the Attorney General (OAG), and the Court
Social Services Division (CSSD). When students miss a substantial amount of school,
depending on their age, DCPS refers the student to one or more of these agencies
for follow-up. DCPS is an important partner for each agency as schools can provide

contact information and important context about a family and their attendance.

As you have heard me say before, improving school attendance is truly a team
effort. | want to close by speaking directly to the most important people in our
students’ lives — their families. We rely on partnerships with families to make
learning possible. For so many of our students, particularly our youngest learners,
they rely on their families — parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins
— to bring them to and from school. Thank you to everyone who travels daily to
schools near and far so that young people can thrive. Attendance matters and we

deeply appreciate your partnership.

Councilmembers, | look forward to continuing our work together in support of our
students and school communities. | welcome your questions about this important

topic.



