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This testimony is submitted on behalf of the Center for Children's Advocacy, a 
non-profit organization based at the University of Connecticut School of Law. The Center 
provides holistic legal services for poor children in Connecticut's communities through 
individual representation and systemic advocacy. The Center initiated the Truancy Court 
Prevention Project (TCPP), a unique collaborative venture with the Village for Children 
and Families, the Capitol Region Education Council (CREC), and the Connecticut Judicial 
Department. Through the program, eighth and ninth graders at Hartford Public High 
School and Quirk Middle School participate in weekly court sessions held at school where 
a judge, who presides in an unofficial capacity, reviews students' attendance and academic 
progress. Currently, Supreme Court Justice Richard Palmer, Appellate Court Judge 
Douglas Lavine, and Superior Court Judge Curtissa Cofield volunteer as the TCPP7s 
judges. The TCPP also delivers legal and case management services to ensure students' 
completion of high school. 

As a result of our participation in this project, we have witnessed first-hand how 
truancy is linked to a host of negative outcomes, including dropout and juvenile 
delinquency. We see how truancy often masks a myriad of other problems in the lives of 
the youth in our project, including learning disabilities, mental health issues, safety 
concerns at home or at school, and poverty. These at-risk young people suffer from a 
severe lack of services. 
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We strongly support the passage of Bill No. 7359 for the following reasons. 
First, the Bill specifically targets the five school districts with the highest dropout 
rates. There are several bills before you this legislative session to divert Families with 
Service Needs cases-away from the court system. (See Bill No. 5576 and Bill No. 5676.) 
Fifty-one percent of these cases are truant youth, and most of them come from our four 
largest school districts. If Connecticut wants to begin to address the truancy epidemic, it 
needs to start where the problem is the worst. 

Second, the legislation, if passed, would ask districts to employ research based 
methods in the areas of discipline and reading instruction. In order to be effective, 
programs must rely on interventions that have already proven effective afker undergoing 
rigorous evaluation. We see many of the youth in our truancy project who have been 
socially promoted year after year aRer year, and whose reading levels are years behind 
grade level, causing them to give up and stay away from school. 

Third, in providing supports in academics, the Bill recognizes the growing 
body of research that links academic struggle with truancy. Youth who were ending 
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up in the juvenile justice system because of truancy but who were clearly struggling in 
school were the impetus for the creation of the TCPP. (See attached sample report card of 
TCPP participant.) It is undeniable that poor attendance has a negative effect on 
academic performance. However, our project, with the assistance of our educational 
consultant, discovered that many of our truant youth had learning difficulties that went 
unrecognized since elementary school. As our report, "Truancy: A Closer Look" ' 
explains, most of the youth in the TCPP demonstrated early warning signs, such as failing 
grades, multiple retentions, and very low academic achievement, but received few 
interventions. As a result, these learning problems produced a downward spiral of 
discouragement that prompted children to avoid school. Absenteeism, in turn, made it 
less likely that the child would succeed and so made coming to school an even more 
unpleasant prospect. 

This bill proposes delivering academic support to these students in a variety of 
ways, including after school programs, tutoring and summer school. The bill also 
provides h d s  for the establishment or enhancement of research-based reading 
instruction. Too many of the TCPP's participants, who are 8'h or 9'h graders, read on a 
first or second grade level. Without basic reading skills, these children will not master 
high school curricula and have little chance of obtaining a decent-paying job. Finally, the 
Bill proscribes for the provision of in-school alternative educational initiatives for truant 
youth. As mentioned, because of their difficulty with learning, many truant youth need to 
learn in smaller environments with teachers who can teach to their unique learning styles. 

Fourth, the legislation recognizes recent research that links suspension and 
expulsion with truancy and dropout. The Bill aims to decrease suspension and 
expulsion rates by proscribing the implementation of research-based school wide positive 
discipline policies and practices. The overuse of suspension creates a climate where 
truant youth, who are already disengaged fiom school, feel more alienated and fall firther 
behind in their course work. Suspensions fiather disconnect already disengaged youth 
and encourage youth who are vacillating between school and dropout to drop out. 

Finally, the Bill shows foresight in that it focuses on early intervention by 
providing programs to parents of truant elementary school students. Research 
suggests that patterns of absenteeism can be detected as early as third grade. In fact, our 
report showed that twenty-six percent of our sample exhibited patterns of absenteeism as 
early as kindergarten and first grade, with one of our students missing more than 2 full 
years of schooling by the 8'h grade. By intervening early, a difference can be made in 
terms of parenting styles and a child can avoid missing early schooling, which serves as 
the foundation for later academic success. 

In closing, we respectfblly suggest that, if this Bill is enacted, it includes a 
provision regarding data collection and evaluation so that Connecticut can begin to see 

' The Center for Children's Advocacy report, "Truancy: A Closer Look," can be found at the Center for 
Children's Advocacy homepage at www.kidscounsel.org or at 
httD://www.kidscod.ord~%2~~/02~rto/dOdec0/020200/d006.Ddf. 



what works best for its students and replicate those effective interventions throughout the 
State. 

For the foregoing reasons, we urge you to pass Bill No. 7359, An Act Concerning 
a Grant Program to Combat Truancy. Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Respectfblly submitted, 

Emily Breon 
Attorney, Equal Justice Works Fellow 
Truancy Court Prevention Project 

Martha Stone, Executive Director 
Center for Children's Advocacy 
University of Connecticut School of Law 
65 Elizabeth Street 
Hartford, CT 06 105 
(860) 570-5327 
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