
Student Attendance Work Group  
Policy and Practice Recommendations 

 
This report summarizes the recommendations of the Student Attendance Work Group. 
These recommendations are based upon the findings of Work Group-commissioned 
reports by the Baltimore Education Research Consortium and the Charles Hamilton 
Houston Institute for Race and Justice at Harvard Law School, presentations by invited 
experts from Public/Private Ventures, the Public Justice Center and the University of 
Maryland School of Social Work, and member input. The topics studied include:   

 levels, trends and impact of student attendance in Baltimore City Schools,  
 federal, state and local laws and policies that govern attendance,  
 health and mental health issues affecting attendance,  
 transportation to and from City Schools,  
 best practices from other US cities, 
 impact of after-school and community schools on attendance, 
 attendance issues of court-involved youth and court approaches to truancy, 
 homelessness and mobility, and 
 student and parent attitudes.  

 
I. Improve Attendance Data Collection, Reporting, Dissemination and Use: 
 

1. Use All Five Attendance Measures to Develop and Drive School- and 
District-Level Work: Average daily attendance is not sufficient to triage and 
address attendance issues. Use Chronic Absence, High Attendance, Truancy, 
Suspension and Average Daily Attendance measures in Attendance Stat and other 
school and attendance-related meetings, communications, and initiatives. Ensure 
attendance reporting is disaggregated by key demographic and educational 
categories. 

2. Review Current Attendance Accountability Practices, including a review to 
ensure that the stating process is aligned with CityStat and that DREAA is fully 
integrated into attendance analysis process.  

3. Measure, Publicize, and Address All Absences, Not Just Unexcused Absences:  
attendance analyses and interventions must address both excused and unexcused 
student absences. 

4. Improve Tracking of Student Address and Contact Information:  Create an 
additional address record that can be populated by schools with the recent, but 
still “unofficial” address and contact information on students.  

5. Record Reasons for Student Absence: Have attendance monitors record the 
reasons for a student's absence so that appropriate school and support staff can be 
detailed to work with student. 

6.  Set Student Attendance Levels that Will Trigger Network and Attendance 
Office Staff Support to ensure schools with poor attendance develop a 
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7. Identify Measures for Attendance Record-Keeping and Develop Attendance 
Audit Procedures: Detail Attendance Office staff to schools for unannounced, 
random attendance-taking and recording audits.  

8. Improve and Share Attendance Data: Give principals, attendance monitors and 
community partners access to real-time data on student attendance, especially by 
continuing to enhance the attendance page and alerts for the principal's dashboard. 

 
II. Continue to move the work of the Central Office from an individual student 
management and support model to a school model that ensures that each office 
is working to support schools who in turn support their students and families. 
Have departments strategically realign their efforts to strengthen their department’s 
role in supporting a school’s implementation of universal, intervention and recovery 
strategies for improving student attendance. The Office of Attendance and Truancy 
should make a stronger shift from an office primarily focused on truancy compliance 
to an office that is helping to promote good attendance. 
 
III. Focus on High- Priority Populations, Schools, Grades and Times-of-Year 
 
1. Focus on Students Who Have Had Poor Attendance Prior Years: Develop an 

indicator for use in schools and the Attendance office that shows the number of 
school years in which a student has been chronically absent. Include the indicator 
on key school reports and focus attendance efforts on children with multiple spells 
of chronic absence. 

2. Encourage attention to High Attendance Students, especially for middle and 
high schools to ensure that schools use positive, rather than punitive, approaches 
and build a large core of students who can be counted on to attend every day. 

3. Focus on Students with Special Life Circumstances: Ensure that Attendance 
Office and schools staff are trained to recognize and help highly mobile, homeless 
or foster care students stay enrolled in current schools, to expedite enrollment 
changes when necessary and to provide material supports and encouragement to 
enable regular attendance. 

4. Ask More of Schools with High Chronic Absence Rates: Require these schools 
to budget for a full-time, dedicated attendance monitor and to make attendance 
the first priority of their school improvement plan.  

5. Focus on Attendance in Key Transition Grades: Provide additional attention 
and interventions to attendance in the critical transition grades, specifically: 
Kindergarten and 1st , 5th and 6th grades, and 8th and 9th grades. Partner with and 
train early childhood organizations, Head Start and others to emphasize the 
importance of Pre-K and Kindergarten attendance. 

6. Start Each School Year with an Intense, Positive Focus on Attendance: Make 
first-day-of-school enrollment and regular attendance during the first two weeks 
of school a top priority for City Schools, the Mayor’s office, City Agencies, 
community organizations and parents, teachers and students. Identify corporate, 
media, cultural and elected supporters to help carry the message.  
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7. Provide professional development for principals and teachers to help them 
improve attendance.  

 
VI. Incentives and Consequences: Emphasize the positive   
 
1. Increase use of incentives at the school and district level to comply with 

COMAR; adopt a ratio of 4 incentives to each consequence to align with research 
on effective attendance and student engagement initiatives. 

2. Adopt “high-value” incentives and privileges for very high attending 
students and schools. For  example a full-day monthly bus pass for high school 
students who achieve perfect attendance in the prior marking period; district 
recognition and rewards for schools with the largest percentage of High 
Attenders, the most improved attendance, etc.   

3. Consider linking truancy to high school grades in a limited way, for example, 
restricting the award of “A’s” to truant high school students.   

4. Limit use of Truancy filings against parents and other punitive initiatives, 
which have not been shown to be effective, to cases where schools have 
documented extensive interventions and where children have been truant for 
extended periods of time.  

5. Change the venue of truancy filings from circuit court to the family court 
system where judges are better suited to understand the challenges the families 
are experiencing and the mechanisms courts have in place to move families into 
improvement planning. 

 
V. Improving Attendance through Health Services and Interventions 
 

1. Ensure that City Schools’ system-level health office is able to take advantage 
of local, state and federal health resources, and is coordinating optimally with 
City Department of Health.  

2. Allow Distributions of O-T-C Medication: Allow school nurses/aides/clinic 
staff to dispense over-the-counter drugs to students with valid permission from 
parent/guardian.  

3. Develop and Implement a Combined Permission/application Form for health-
related services and resources, including OTC medication, health clinic use, 
dental, mental health and other available health services.  

4. Make Permission Form Widely Available throughout the school year and 
summer, printed, in multiple languages, distributed to doctors’ offices and health 
clinics, school health suites, community and youth programs and on-line.  

5. Publicize Available Health Services: Partner with the Health Department, 
community and faith-based organizations to publicize available services, stress 
their importance and address parental concerns.  

6. Maximize Health Partnerships that will ensure students receive annual health, 
dental and vision examinations. 

7. Target Health Staff Outreach to Chronically Absent Students: Ensure that 
school-based health staff use attendance and chronic absence data to target their 
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8. Require Health Services to Conduct a GAPS (health Assessment) for low 
attending students. 

9. Use Chronic Absence Rates as Measures to help determine which schools 
receive expanded mental health services.   

10. Prioritize Professional Development for staff in schools with high rates of 
chronic absence and high poverty populations focusing on the supports (e.g. Daily 
Rap, Student Support Teams, etc.) needed to help student cope with 
neighborhood-based stressors. 

11. Investigate and Make Necessary Administrative and Service Changes to 
increase public funding for health clinics. Work with the City Health Department 
to revamp medical record keeping procedures that will allow the health clinics to 
bill Medicaid for services. Examine other public funding options that would help 
City Schools move closer to meet national staffing standards of 1 nurse for every 
750 students.   

12. Identify High Quality Health Education Programs and increase opportunities 
for students and parents to participate in those programs. 

13. Ensure that Students have Daily Opportunities for Physical Activity and that 
physical activity is built into the school day (recess, gym, after-school, sports or 
otherwise.) 

14. Require School-level Administrative Staff to Send Students to Health Suite 
before determining if they should be dismissed for illness.  

15. Adopt Universal Feeding Programs, including dinner. 
16. Adopt Breakfast in the Classroom System-wide, as classroom breakfast 

programs have been shown to improve attendance. 
 

VI. Improving School Attendance by Making it Easier, Quicker and Safer to Get to 
School and Home Again 
 

1. Provide Easier and More Frequent Opportunities for parents and students to 
give feedback about transportation (MTA and Yellow Bus) service and needs 
(especially for 6th grade riders), including adding a texting or on-line complaint 
hotline and questions to the annual Climate Survey.  

2. Partner with the MTA to Provide Bus Riding Training for 5th, 6th and 9th 
graders, borrowing from successful programs in other cities.  

3. Implement a Transportation Texting Campaign to gather more and more 
current information regarding MTA service. Investigate the demand for and cost 
of providing yellow bus service for the (few) 6th grade students who currently use 
MTA and have to transfer.  

4. Develop Walking School Bus, Community Watch, Safe Passage and other 
programs that involve teachers, school staff, the Mayor’s Office, community 
organizations, parents and family members in efforts to protect children and youth 
on their way to and from school.  

5. Consider Awarding Different Types of MTA Passes to students, varying the 
time, allowable routes, and number of rides depending upon the student’s age 
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6. Consider Expanding Yellow Bus Service on a parental opt-in basis to (the 
relatively few) middle school students who ride the MTA, who have younger 
siblings who can ride the yellow bus to school or take the MTA or to those who 
have to transfer buses to get to school.  

7. Solicit Funding for a Transportation System Review that would investigate 
alternative busing systems, for example, Denver, CO, which moved to a system of 
mini-buses and a hub-and-spoke system.    

 
VII. Improving Attendance by Increasing the Role of Youth Voice in Schools 
 

1. Establish Forums, Suggestion Boxes, and Listening Tours to hear from 
students about what would help them get to school regularly and on time.  

2. Involve Students in the Planning of transition plans, IEP’s, school course 
selections, middle and high school choices, etc. 

3. Ensure There is an Established Student Governance structure at secondary 
schools. 

4. Expand Student School Climate Survey to allow suggestions about desired 
services, classes and activities and a "What would make it more likely that you 
would come to school regularly?" question.  
 

VIII. Use Attendance and Other Measures as Proxies to Address the Enrollment 
and Attendance Challenges of Foster Care, Homeless and Unaccompanied Youth. 
  

1. Evaluate Current Budget and Staffing of BCPSS homeless services with 
particular attention to role and need for full-time staffing of homeless students' 
liaison. Ensure that the liaison is providing school staff training on how to identify 
homeless youth.   

2. Adopt Mobility as a Proxy for Youth without Stable Housing, including kids 
in transition to/from foster/kinship and youth who are, by McKinney Vento 
definition, homeless. Determine how mobility data will be used to guide decisions 
about enrollment and attendance. 

3. Encourage and Support Policies that maintain students in the same school.  
4. Have Student Placement Use Mobility and Attendance school and student data 

to improve placement decisions, determine if the child lacks stable housing, find 
out how long they’ve lived at their residence, identify needed supports and 
connect with services. 

5. Encourage Schools to use Mobility as a Trigger for additional academic and 
support services, especially attention to attendance. 

6. Adopt the Term “Transitional” to encourage more homeless students and 
families to self- identify.  School staff—such as secretaries, police, and teachers— 
should be trained and involved with identification of homeless youth and referring 
students when necessary. 
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IX.  Make Attendance a “Must Respond To” Indicator for Youth Serving Agencies, 
Organizations and Programs 
 

1. Ensure that DSS and DJS Case Workers and student workers have up-to-date 
actionable attendance data.  

2. Work with DJS to Develop Caseworker Protocols and accountability measures 
to ensure that school absences are a “must respond to” measure and that school 
performance is a part of a caseworker’s monitoring responsibilities. 

3. Work with DSS to Develop Caseworker Protocols and accountability measures 
to ensure that school absences are a “must respond to” measure and that school 
performance is a part of a caseworker’s monitoring responsibilities. 

4. Limit Absences Due to Arrests, referrals and court appearances. Develop a 
protocol with the courts, DJS the schools and other law enforcement personnel to 
ensure that arrests are consistent, appropriate and made only when absolutely 
necessary for the safety of students and staff. Develop appropriate school-based 
interventions and consequences for offending students whenever possible. 

5. Consider Referring Students who are absent for more than two weeks to DSS 
child investigative workers. 

6. Support the Family League of Baltimore’s initiative to make community 
school and after school providers accountable for improving school attendance by 
ensuring access to timely actionable attendance data. 

7. Require Community-based Youth Organizations that contract with City 
Schools to include attendance as a performance measure. 

 
X. Improving Attendance by Partnering with Parents and Families 

1. Communicate Frequently with Parents and Families about the importance of 
regular and on-time attendance; use a variety of messengers, languages and 
formats to ensure that the messages are heard and reinforced.  

2. Revise Communication Protocols to ensure that parents are notified when 
children are late or absent to school or class. Respond to every absence, but 
ensure that school-to-parent communication about attendance becomes more 
persistent when a student is on-track to become chronically absent. 

3. Adopt Problem-solving Strategies for students who are chronically absent and 
work with parents to alleviate the reasons behind their child’s poor attendance.  

4. Find Ways to Honor and Reward Parents for their child’s good attendance in 
grades pre-K through 8th grade. 

5. Communicate to Parents with Specific Suggestions to help them understand 
how to support their children in school and get involved in their education. Ensure 
that many suggestions are “do-able” for all parents – even those who may have 
struggled in school themselves.  

6. Include Questions on the Parent Survey about Attendance – when and why it 
is difficult to get children to school and how the schools can help. 

7. Educate Parents about the Basic Things they can do to establish a school-going 
culture in their house such as annual health and dental visits, providing for an 
adequate night sleep, ensuring there are morning routines that allow for travel and 
breakfast etc. 
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