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July 15, 2025

Testimony in Support of S.399:
An Act to Promote Equity in School Attendance Requirements

Dear Chair Lewis, Chair Gordon, and Members of the Joint Committee on Education,

The legislation before you would eliminate Learnfare, a 1995 law that punishes students in
households receiving cash assistance if they have too many unexcused absences from school.
More specifically, these students’ families lose their child’s portion of Transitional Aid to
Dependent Children (TAFDC). As a national organization that is firmly rooted in both civil
rights issues and overall school reform, CLE believes that Learnfare both places an unjust
financial burden on low-income families and diverts resources and attention from research-based
solutions that, unlike Learnfare, effectively address chronic absenteeism.

What is Learnfare and how does it impact families?

Under Learnfare, if a family receiving TAFDC has a child younger than 16 with too many
“unexcused absences,” they may lose their child’s portion of the TAFDC grant. When their child
has more than 8 unexcused absences in a school quarter, the family is placed on probationary
status. They then must submit documentation every month showing their child’s number of
unexcused absences.' If their child has more than 3 unexcused absences in a month, or the family
fails to submit attendance documentation, they lose their child’s portion of the TAFDC grant.?

An absence is counted as “excused” if the child was sick (as verified by the family, or by a
physician if the child is out of school for more than 5 days), missed school due to a disability that
has been verified by a letter from a medical or mental health provider, the child was hospitalized
(verified by hospital records), a family member has died, there was a religious holiday, or there
has been a “crisis situation” as approved by the school principal or designee.’ If the parent or
caregiver receiving TAFDC benefits (the “grantee,” as opposed to their child) is disabled, then
their family is exempt from Learnfare altogether.*

1106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(2).
2 106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(3).
3 106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(2). See also Department of Transitional Assistance, “Learnfare Sanction,” BEACON 5

Online Guide (July 2025), available at https://eohhs.ehs.state.ma.us/DTA/PolicyOnline/BEACONS/ISST.I/WebHelp

/index htm#t=TAFDC%2FProgram_ Nonfinancial Requirements%2FLearnfare%2F[ earnfare_Sanction.htm
. “BEACON 5 Online Guide,”

4106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(1)(a)). According to the Department of Transitional Assistance’s online guide, a grantee
is exempt from Learnfare if they declare that they cannot work due to their disability, and that this disability is
expected to last longer than 3 months. See Department of Transitional Assistance, “Temporary TAFDC Disability
Exemption Procedures,” BEACON 5 Online Guide (July 2025), available at
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There are countless reasons why an absence might be labeled “unexcused,” putting families at
risk of losing TAFDC benefits. For example, a child might have the flu for a week, but lack
access to a doctor, making it impossible to obtain a medical note. A child might miss school
because a family member dies, but the family fails to tell the school about the death. As the Mass
Law Reform Institute (MLRI) has found, community partners also report arbitrary differences
across schools. For example, while some principals might consider mental health challenges as a
“crisis” even without a doctor’s notes, others may not, leaving families vulnerable to punitive
consequences based on subjective decisions.’

When a student’s absences are “unexcused” too many times, their family loses the TAFDC
benefits that are a substantial portion of their income. For families living paycheck to paycheck,
this is money that could be used for the gas bill, rent, groceries, or any number of essential
expenses.

Significantly reducing a family’s income when children are absent too often for “unexcused”
reasons is both unfairly severe and unsupported by research. Evidence suggests that harsh
measures like Learnfare do not significantly reduce chronic absenteeism, as MLRI has outlined.®
Learnfare not only does not improve attendance but also leads to families losing invaluable
financial support, for no good reason. In the first half of the past academic year, between July
2024 and January 2025, 205 children lost TAFDC benefits due to Learnfare.” Such sanctions are
not only ineffective. They are cruel.

The penalties are also discriminatory, with families on TAFDC being financially penalized while
all other families whose children have comparable absence records are not.® If this were an
effective and just approach to the problem, why would it not be expanded by imposing fines on
all other such families, along with deducting the fines from the salaries of family members

https //eohhs ehs state.ma. us/DTA/Pol1cvonlme/BEACON5/'SSL'/WebHeln/mdex htm#t TAFDC%ZFPro;,ram No

5 Massachusetts regulations leave it up to “the school pr1n01pa1 or de51gnee to decide what constitutes a “crisis
situation” that would qualify as an excused, rather than unexcused absence (106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(2) ).
% In MLRI’s fall testimony to the Special Commission on Poverty in the Commonwealth, they cited several studies,
based in multiple states, that found that Learnfare-style policies sanctioning students for absences did not reduce
chronic absenteeism:
e Department of Workforce Development, “An Evaluation of the Learnfare Program, Final Report,” State of
Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau (April 1997), avallable at
http: i i rchive/I earnfare/Final%20R ;
e Johannes Bos and Veronica Fellerath, “Final report on Oth s Welfare Initiative to Improve School
Attendance among Teenage Parents,” MDRC (January 1997), available at
http: mdrc.org/publication/leap;
e Ronald Harris et al., “Using TANF Sanctions to Increase High School Graduation,” Journal of Sociology
and Social Welfare, 28(3), (Sept. 2001).
7 Based on data provided by the Department of Transitional Assistance in response to a public records request,
received by MLRI.
¥ This is separate from the disparities resulting from wealthier families’ greater capacity to make sure that absences
are recorded as excused.
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employed by the Commonwealth? And for purposes of both equity and efficacy, imposing higher
fines on wealthier families? We are pointing to that alternative not because we have any desire to
expand a punitive and ineffective policy but to underline that the families who are impacted by
the law are not only the least able to afford the fines, cutting into their budgets for basic needs
rather than discretionary income, but also typically the least able to protect their interests through
the political process.

Learnfare does not address the causes of chronic absenteeism.

Chronic absenteeism is a problem that deserves real solutions. The Massachusetts Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) characterizes a student who misses 10% or more
days of the school year as “chronically absent.” Intuitively, being chronically absent from school
negatively impacts academic performance — students cannot learn if they are not in school to
learn.’ Moreover, chronic absenteeism has negative impacts on the students who are in school, as
frequent absences force teachers to slow down in order to keep everyone on track.'® It has been
widely reported that there has been an “explosion” in chronic absenteeism since the COVID-19
pandemic, a claim corroborated by DESE data.!" As of March of the 2024-2025 school year,
19.3% students were chronically absent, representing a 49.61% increase from the 2018-19 school
year, when 12.9% of students were chronically absent.'

Attendance Works — a nonprofit initiative that partners with schools, districts, states,
communities, and organizations to address chronic absenteeism — helpfully has placed the “root
causes” of chronic absenteeism into four ‘buckets’: (1) “Barriers to attendance” (such as housing
and food insecurity, chronic and acute illness, poor transportation, and family responsibilities),
(2) “Aversion to school” (such as struggling academically, social and peer challenges, anxiety,
and undiagnosed disabilities), (3) “Disengagement from school” (such as lack of academic
support, lack of engaging curriculum, and no meaningful relationships with adults in the school),
and (4) “Misconceptions about the impact of absences” (such as thinking that absences are only a
problem if unexcused)." For example, if a student is struggling academically and does not
receive adequate support, they may start to lose confidence in themselves in learners and become
disengaged from school.

® Erin Fahle et al., “The First Year of Pandemic Recovery: A District-Level Analysis,” Harvard Center for Education
Policy Research and the Educational Opportunity Project at Stanford University (Jan. 2024), available at
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/ERS-Report-Final-1.31.pdf.

1 Michael A. Gottfried, “Chronic Absenteeism in the Classroom Context: Effects on Achievement,” Urban
Education, 54(1), (Dec. 2015), available at https://journal

' See, for example: Sarah Mervosh and Francesca Paris, “Why School Absences Have ‘Exploded’ Almost
Everywhere,” The New York Times (March 2024), available at
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/03/29/us/chronic-absences.html.

12 See the Massachusetts Department of Education’s School and District Profiles, available at
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/attendance.aspx.

13 “Chronic Absence: Root Causes,” Attendance Works (Sep. 2022), available at
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/3-tiers-of-intervention/root-causes/#:
~text=Reasons%20for%20absences%20tvpically%20fall,about%20the%20impact%200f%20absences.
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A 2024 RAND Corporation study, consisting of surveys and interviews of district school leaders,
revealed how the pandemic exacerbated several of these root causes. For example, district
leaders reported increases in students’ “aversion to school,” as they had trouble transitioning to
in-person learning and increasingly experienced anxiety or other mental health challenges. The
pandemic also led to teacher shortages, with one leader of a large urban district observing that
“sometimes kids don’t come to school because there’s been a sub in the room all year and it feels
awful.”

Student absences may also be caused by the recent increase in immigration raids and arrests.
Undocumented immigrants may choose to keep children home from school — even if those
children are U.S. citizens — due to fears of family separation. For example, a June 2025 working
paper found that local immigration raids coincided with a 22 percent increase in daily student
absences in California’s Central Valley, an agricultural region with a largely immigrant
workforce."> Since immigrants who are ineligible for TAFDC can apply for benefits on behalf of
their eligible children, these absences may lead to the loss of the family’s TAFDC benefits.
Learnfare thus financially sanctions children because of their parent’s immigration status,
depriving them of the benefits to which they are entitled.

Learnfare assumes that student absenteeism stems from parent and child apathy, demanding a
punitive response to force school attendance. However, none of the root causes of absenteeism
are solved by taking money from low-income families: this “solution” does not address student
mental health struggles, build connections with adults at school, make school curriculum more
engaging, or give students stable housing. If anything, Learnfare actually worsens several of the
root causes of chronic absenteeism, as taking money from low-income families exacerbates the
housing and food insecurity that may cause student absences.

Learnfare unjustly penalizes students for their disabilities. To comply with the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), districts must address the causes of disability-
related absences, not punish them.

Chronic absenteeism is especially acute for students with disabilities: In the 2024-25 school year,
26.8% of students with disabilities were chronically absent in Massachusetts, as compared to
19.3% of students overall.'® There are several reasons for this absenteeism, as Candace Cortiella
and former CLE Co-Executive Director Kathleen Boundy outlined in a 2018 issue brief for the

14 Melissa Kay Diliberti et al., “Districts Try with Limited Success to Reduce Chronic Absenteeism,” RAND (Aug.
2024), available at https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA956-26.html.

'® Thomas Dee, “Recent Immigration Raids Increased Student Absences,” Annenberg Institute at Brown University
(June 2025), available at https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai25-1202.pdf.

16See the Massachusetts Department of Education’s School and District Profiles, available at
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/attendance.aspx.
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National Center on Education Outcomes (NCEO).!” Boundy and Cortiella’s work has often been
cited in discussions of chronic absenteeism among students with disabilities — for example, in a
2023 literature review of strategies to reduce chronic absenteeism, issued by FutureEd, Boundy
and Cortiella’s brief was the main resource cited in discussing reducing absences for students
with disabilities.'® As Boundy and Cortiella outlined in 2018, students with disabilities are absent
for reasons including chronic health conditions, fatigue and other side effects from medication,
inadequate special education services, anxiety caused by bullying, and behavioral disabilities that
might affect attendance.

Absences count as excused — and therefore will not be penalized under Learnfare — if they are
due to the child’s disability." However, schools have latitude to determine whether an absence
was “unexcused” or disability-related, which can lead to arbitrary differences between schools —
much like with absences caused by a “crisis,” as previously discussed.

Therefore, there are many students with individualized education plans or section 504 plans who
are subject to Learnfare, and who might see their disability-related absences counted as
“unexcused.” For example, a student might have anxiety about attending school because of fears
about bullying, or they might have behavioral challenges that make them reluctant to attend
school. In many of these cases, parents may be aware that their child is at home and are often
trying to get them to school.’ Punishing these parents for their child’s disability related
attendance issues is cruel and counter-productive. Districts might not always recognize that
student absences stem from a disability, thus labelling them as “unexcused.””' For example, if a
child’s disability causes chronic fatigue, causing them to miss multiple days of school in a row,
without a doctor’s note, schools may deem these absences as “unexcused,” putting the family at
risk of losing TAFDC benefits.

Both the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) and Section 504 require schools to identify
and provide a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to eligible students with chronic
health-related needs. In order to ensure that students receive FAPE, their Section 504 plans or
IEPs must include the accommodations that they need in order to attend school (such as access to

7 Candace Cortiella and Kathleen B. Boundy, “Students with Disabilities and Chronic Absenteeism,” National
Center on Educational Outcomes Brief No. 15 (April 2018), available at
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBTrief15.pdf.

18 Jordan, “Attendance Playbook: Smart Strategies for Reducing Student Absenteeism Post-Pandemic,” FutureEd
and Attendance Works (May 2023), p. 61.

106 C.M.R. §703.170(A)(2)(b)(3).

2 Ibid, p. 58.

I As Boundy and Cortiella cited in their 2018 brief, one 2004 study on students with sickle cell anemia found that
educators “erroneously attributed the fatigue and chronic absences [of children with SCD] to low motivation, a
chaotic family, drug problems, or [HIV]. None attributed these problems to [SCD]” (See Kristine Koontz et al., “A
randomized, controlled pilot trial of a school intervention for children with sickle cell anemia,” Journal of Pediatric
Psychology, 29(1), (Jan-Feb, 2004), available at https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1474736/ ).
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counselors and rest breaks).?? Learnfare does nothing to ensure that students with disabilities
receive the accommodations that they need to attend school and receive FAPE.

Chronic absenteeism is a systemic problem that requires systemic solutions, not the
punishment of individual families.

For both general education students and students with disabilities, Learnfare wrongly blames
students for systemic issues causing absenteeism. It represents a punitive approach that does not
address the root causes of chronic absenteeism and is thus not part of the solution. Indeed,
FutureEd’s 2023 literature review of practices to address student absenteeism found “little
evidence” that strict truancy measures reduce chronic absenteeism.” While Learnfare differs
from court-based truancy proceedings, it operates based on a similarly punitive logic. However,
this punitive framework is not supported by research and, as Boundy and Cortiella highlighted in
their 2018 NCEO brief, “may have the effect of further isolating and adversely affecting students
who are among the most vulnerable.”**

FutureEd’s literature review lists multiple research-backed responses to chronic absenteeism,
organized into three tiers: “Tier One” (school-wide strategies to prevent absenteeism among all
students), “Tier Two” (targeted support for students at heightened risk of chronic absenteeism),
and “Tier Three” (intensive support for students most at risk of chronic absenteeism).** For
example, relevant instruction is a promising Tier One response to absenteeism, as students are
more likely to attend school when they perceive their education to be connected to their real
lives.?

Research-based Tier Two strategies include cognitive behavioral therapy, which addresses
student absences caused by depression and anxiety. Tier Three strategies include partnerships
with homeless shelters to combat housing and transportation issues that cause absences. For
example, these shelters can help coordinate student transportation and provide spaces for

22 Boundy and Cortiella, “Chronic Absenteeism and Students with Disabilities: Health Issues of Students with
Disabilities: Impact on Attendance” National Center on Educational Outcomes (April 2018), p. 6, available at
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/ChronicAbsentecismHealthIssuesSWD.pdf.

2 Jordan, “Attendance Playbook: Smart Strategies for Reducing Student Absenteeism Post-Pandemic,” FutureEd
and Attendance Works (May 2023), p. 69.

2 Boundy and Cortiella, “Students with Disabilities and Chronic Absenteeism,” National Center on Educational
Outcomes Brief No. 15 (April 2018), p. 5.

% Jordan, “Attendance Playbook: Smart Strategies for Reducing Student Absenteeism Post-Pandemic,” FutureEd
and Attendance Works (May 2023), p. 6.

% For example, a 2023 study of a Texas policy requiring high schools to develop course pathways aligned with
students’ career interest found that the STEM career track was associated with lower absenteeism. This was true
both for students who attended school regularly and students who previously had poor attendance records.

Teresa Lansford and J. Jacob Kirksey, “A Matter of Course: Student Attendance Under New Graduation
Requirements of the Texas Foundation High School Program” The High School Journal, 106(4) (Summer 2023),

available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/27315141.

Center for Law and Education - 6 - Center for Law and Education


https://www.jstor.org/stable/27315141
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/ChronicAbsenteeismHealthIssuesSWD.pdf

homework centers.”’” This potential response to student absenteeism highlights how such
responses are not necessarily only school-based. Beyond those that involve partnerships between
schools and other institutions, they can and should also include areas that lie beyond the school
but in the legislature’s purview (in healthcare, housing, employment, family income,
transportation, etc.) where improvements will also likely have positive effects on school
attendance and learning. In this sense, understanding the impact of these other issues on
children’s educational success should provide additional impetus for tackling them.

These strategies can reduce student absenteeism because, unlike Learnfare, they address its root
causes. Senate Bill 399 does not in itself invest in any of these strategies, but it allows the
Commonwealth to stop using its time and resources to punish families for systemic problems
causing school absences, ranging from housing insecurity to mental health struggles to lack of
engaging curriculum. It makes little sense to deprive low-income families of the financial aid
they need in the service of sustaining an ineffective policy. The Commonwealth should partner
with families to address the causes of chronic absenteeism, not use them as scapegoats to deflect
any responsibility for addressing these issues.

Thank you for your consideration. We urge you to give this bill a favorable report.
Sincerely,

Paul Weckstein, Executive Director
Beatrice Moyers, Education Associate

7 Jordan, “Attendance Playbook: Smart Strategies for Reducing Student Absenteeism Post-Pandemic,” FutureEd
and Attendance Works (May 2023), p. 67.
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