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Greetings Members and Staff of the Committee of the Whole. My name is Jessica Giles. I 
am a ward seven resident and the Executive Director of the DC Office of the Center for 
Strong Public Schools Action Fund. The Action Fund is a new 501(c)(4) organization 
committed to ensuring every student, especially Black, Brown, and low-income kids, in all 
eight wards of the District attends a high-quality, well-run traditional public or public 
charter school. We are part of a growing national network committed to transforming 
public education by making it more effective, more equitable, and more responsive to the 
students who depend on it. Learn more about our organization at 
strongschoolsaction.org. 
 
The Problems 

Chronic absenteeism and truancy are among the most insidious challenges facing our 
public school system. Students who do not attend school simply do not learn, and 
persistent absenteeism undermines not only academic achievement but also students’ 
ability to form social connections. DC cannot improve academic outcomes, college 
completion rates, or workforce readiness—or weather economic downturns—if we fail to 
reduce chronic absenteeism and truancy significantly. 

While the District is not alone in grappling with these challenges, we must move with 
urgency to meet students where they are right now. Progress has stalled: between school 
years 2023-24 and 2024-25, chronic absenteeism in DC inched upward from 39.2% to 
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39.5%, while chronic truancy remained unchanged at 36.8%, according to the Office of the 
State Superintendent of Education (OSSE).1 Approximately one-third of students in 
kindergarten through eighth grade are chronically absent, and the numbers are even more 
troubling in high school, where 57.6% of students miss 10% or more of instructional days.2  

Recommendations: 
 
DC can be the best public education system in the country with earlier, better, and more 
collaborative responsiveness to attendance and academic achievement.  
 
Earlier Interventions 
 
The reasons students are chronically absent or truant are as complex as the students 
themselves: challenges range from barriers to attendance, aversion to school, 
disengagement, and misconceptions about the impact of missing class.3 Yet the data tell 
a clear story: D.C. students who are economically disadvantaged and in high school 
experience the highest rates of chronic absenteeism. That means our work must be 
focused during the middle school years. We must build a culture of attendance beginning 
in the earliest grades, where showing up is celebrated, relationships are strong, and 
students understand that every day in school is a step toward their future. Middle school is 
especially pivotal: it’s when students begin imagining life after high school, whether that’s 
college, career, or service. Our question must be: how are schools preparing students in 
middle school for consistent attendance and for life after school?  
 
Better coordination 
 
In recent years, the Mayor and DC Council have strengthened interventions by referring 
students with unexcused absences to the Department of Human Services (DHS) and 
tracking outcomes through the Truancy Reduction Pilot. Early results show promise, 
particularly for students in the most intensive PASS cohort and those who completed 
services. But progress raises new questions: How much additional caseload can DHS 
absorb? How many more staff and supports will it take to scale success?  
 

3 Attendance Works. Identify the root causes of absence Source: 
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/3-tiers-of-intervention/roo
t-causes/  

2 “Chronic truancy is defined as students accumulating at least 10 full-day, unexcused absences in a 
school year.” OSSE 2024-25 Attendance Brief Source: Ibid 

1 “Chronic absenteeism is defined as students being absent (excused or unexcused) for at least 10 
percent of the days in which they are enrolled.” OSSE 2024-25 Attendance Brief Source: 
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/page_content/attachments/AttendanceBrief_1Pager_2
025.pdf  
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With the federal government’s role shrinking — and right now disappearing altogether — 
DC leaders must double down on its own safety net. Our city’s agencies, schools, and 
community partners must be tightly aligned to deliver the supports that keep students 
safe, learning, and on track because every student who shows up deserves a system that 
shows up for them. 
 
More Collaborative 
 
Ultimately, improvement depends on whether schools are engaging families as true 
partners in their children’s education. Students can’t learn if they’re not in the classroom, 
and families can’t support learning if they’re left in the dark. That’s why we’ve been 
encouraged by earlier evidence showing that Edsight’s attendance “nudge” notifications 
have led to real improvements. When families have timely, actionable information, they 
respond.4 
 
Relatedly, DC must ensure that every family has clear, accessible updates about their 
child’s academic progress. In Florida and Idaho, families receive assessment results 
within two weeks, and Florida provides a parent guide to help interpret the data. We urge 
DC schools and the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) to follow that 
lead by sharing meaningful, easy-to-understand data in the new statewide annual 
assessment, so families can take action early before small gaps become large ones.  
 
Last but not least, every family deserves to feel safe and supported in sending their child 
to school. DC leaders must ensure that fear is never a barrier to learning and that every 
student, regardless of background, has the opportunity to thrive. 
 
Thank you for allowing me to testify. I am available for any questions you may have, and I 
look forward to partnering on the solutions to come.  
 
 
 

4 EdSight Source: 
https://dme.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dme/page_content/attachments/EDL%20Impact%20EdSight
%202%20%28v3%29%20-%20EOY.pdf  
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