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Students First:
Ensuring Excellence and Opportunity for Students in Connecticut’s Juvenile Justice System

“Quality education linked to employment is viewed, unequivocally, as the most powerful tool in recidivism reduction.”1  

“What parent defi nes success as going to school, not doing drugs, and avoiding arrest? Parents dream of college, of 
getting good grades, of children making a contribution to their families and communities. . . After all, a school’s job is to 
help students reach their dreams, and few people’s dreams are limited to avoiding recidivism.”2

“Nationally, as many as two-thirds of youth dropped out of school after they were released from the juvenile justice 
system.” 3

“It has always been important to me to get my high school diploma so that I could go on to college. I was not going to let 
being involved in the juvenile justice system get in the way of that goal and worked closely with my attorney to make sure 
I could secure my diploma from my local school district. Now, with my diploma in hand, I have put my past behind me and 
I am a fi rst year student at my local community college. I plan to study criminal justice and explore a career in law.” 4

1   Macomber, Skiba, Blackmon, Esposito, Hart, Mambino, Richie, Grigorenko, “EducaƟ on in Juvenile DetenƟ on FaciliƟ es in the State 
of ConnecƟ cut: A Glance at the System,” Journal of CorrecƟ onal EducaƟ on, Vol. 61, No. 3 (September 2010), 223 at 224.
2   Forman, Jr., James, “EducaƟ on for LiberaƟ on,” 2 Harv. L. and Pol’y Rev. 75 (Winter 2008), 75  at 79-80. 
3   See Juvenile Law Center, “JusƟ ce for Juveniles: Youth RecommendaƟ ons to Improve EducaƟ onal Outcomes for Youth in the 
Juvenile JusƟ ce System” (2015) (ciƟ ng Southern EducaƟ on FoundaƟ on, Just Learning: The ImperaƟ ve to Transform Juvenile JusƟ ce 
Systems into Eff ecƟ ve EducaƟ onal Systems – A Study of Juvenile JusƟ ce Schools in the South and the NaƟ on,”) p. 18 (2014).
4   QuotaƟ on from student formerly in ConnecƟ cut’s juvenile jusƟ ce system, as told to Marisa Halm, Director, TeamChild Juvenile 
JusƟ ce Project, Center for Children’s Advocacy, 2015.  
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I.  Introduction

All students need a good education. But for some students, a good education is not just a basic need, like food or safe-
ty or shelter --- it is the only path to freedom. Yet tragically, the students most in need of a good education are precisely 
those least likely to receive it.  

Who are these students?

Many students who are involved in Connecticut’s juvenile justice system have been abandoned, abused or neglected.5  
Many suffer developmental, mental, or physical health needs long untreated or undertreated.6  Almost all have endured 
trauma and loss,7 including the death, incarceration, or deportation of parents and friends. Many have witnessed vio-
lence; many have endured racism. Some students entering juvenile detention lack necessities like eyeglasses.8 Others 
lack basic knowledge about the world.9 Some have moved schools so many times they have lost count.10  Others feel 
bored and alienated in school and cannot remember a time that they felt happy in school or were praised for being good 
at it. Many are two or three grade levels behind,11 but have been socially promoted year after year without the academic 
supports they need,12 left frustrated, angry and ashamed because they cannot manage their work.13  Some students have 
been expressly barred from school;14 others have missed months of school15 – seemingly, without anyone much missing 
them,16 such that the prospect of returning to school and making up the missed work seems overwhelming and hopeless.  
Some have been “counseled” to withdraw from school on the grounds that they are too old and too far behind to graduate 
in time; others are “reassigned” to “alternative schools” with radically reduced hours, curriculum, expectations and oppor-
tunity.17  
5   See UConn Center for Applied Research in Human Development,  “Research Brief: ConnecƟ cut’s Crossover Youth” (released June 
1, 2015) (describing preliminary results from review of data set shared between CSSD and DCF, concluding that 16.6% of  7,268 
DCF-involved youth had subsequent contact with the juvenile jusƟ ce system, with rates signifi cantly higher for certain subsets of the 
populaƟ on).   This may be an underesƟ mate. (See June 12, 2015 email from Linda Dixon to Martha Stone and William Rosenbeck).  
6   Macomber et. al., supra.; see also generally Andrea Spencer, Ph.D., Center for Children’s Advocacy, “Blind Spot: UnidenƟ fi ed Risks 
to Children’s Mental Health,” available at www.kidscounsel.org. See also FoundaƟ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on, “Report on the Anal-
yses of the Datasets from the ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch, Court Support Services Division and the ConnecƟ cut State Department 
of EducaƟ on,” (2015) (discussing special educaƟ on needs of students across various stages of the juvenile jusƟ ce system, based on 
extensive analysis of 2009-2010 data). 
7   “Exposure to trauma in childhood is also associated with youth in juvenile detenƟ on, where more than 90% of parƟ cipants may 
have experienced signifi cant traumaƟ c events in earlier years.” See Spencer, supra, at 4 (ciƟ ng academic studies).  
8   See Macomber at 236.
9   Id. 
10   See, i.e., Stone, “EducaƟ on Issues for Students in the Juvenile JusƟ ce System” (June 18, 2015 presentaƟ on to JJPOC), slide 13 
(lisƟ ng moves for one of the Center for Children’s Advocacy’s clients). 
11   See ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch Court Support Services Division, “Raise the Grade FaciliƟ es and Programs Plan: Report to the 
Achievement Gap Task Force,” (July 1, 2014), p.6  (“Overwhelmingly, the sample of juveniles [in detenƟ on] was two or three grades 
academically behind their stated grades.”) (based on data from a 2006 survey); see also Macomber, et. al., at 225 (discussing litera-
ture regarding grade level defi ciencies naƟ onally).
12   See generally Spencer, supra.Id. 
13   Id.  (discussing the stress, frustraƟ on, and “opƟ ng-out” behavior of children who do not receive the supports necessary to be 
successful in school). ConnecƟ cut data shows a distressing achievement gap between students in the juvenile jusƟ ce system and 
their peers. For example, in 2013, only 2.6 percent of students in USD #2 achieved “goal” level on the CAPT (ConnecƟ cut Academic 
Performance Test) in reading, compared with 48.5 percent of children statewide. Only 21.1 percent of students in USD #2 met the 
lower benchmark of “profi ciency” in reading in 2013, compared with 81 percent of students statewide. hƩ p://soluƟ ons1.emetric.
net/CAPTPublic/CAPTCode/Report.aspx  Smarter Balance Assessment Data from 2015 is similarly worrisome.  See Stone, Smith, and 
Dufresne, Center for Children’s Advocacy, November 19, 2015 PresentaƟ on to the Juvenile JusƟ ce Policy and Oversight CommiƩ ee, 
Slides 24, 25 (showing charts of Math and Reading SBAC scores, by grade and DCF status).
14   See generally Iverson, Joseph, and Oppenheimer, “Keeping Kids in Class: School Discipline in ConnecƟ cut, 2008-2013) (ConnecƟ -
cut Voices for Children, February 2013) and Esty, “ArresƟ ng Development: Student Arrests in ConnecƟ cut” (ConnecƟ cut Voices for 
Children, September 2011). 
15   See Ajit Gopalakrishnan, “Chronic Student Absenteeism in ConnecƟ cut’s Districts and Schools” (State Department of EducaƟ on, 
October 2014). 
16   Cf. McCargar, “Invisible Students: The Role of AlternaƟ ve and Adult EducaƟ on in the ConnecƟ cut School-to-Prison Prison Pipe-
line” (A BeƩ er Way FoundaƟ on and the ConnecƟ cut Pushout Research and Organizing Project, December 2011).  
17   See generally, McCargar, supra. For data and discussion of the racial disproporƟ onality of alternaƟ ve schools, with fewer sup-
ports and services, compared to therapeuƟ c, special educaƟ on schools, please see Center for Children’s Advocacy, “AlternaƟ ve 
Schools Project: DisproporƟ onate Impact on Youth of Color in AlternaƟ ve Schools and Programs.”
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Few have attended the state’s fi nest magnet, charter, technical or district schools, de facto barred by geography, disabil-
ity, disciplinary history, ELL status,18 or lack of a guardian willing or able to enroll them in the relevant lotteries. Almost 
none attend school districts in towns with the tax base necessary to support high quality and extensive special education 
programming or even the nuts and bolts general education quality of districts in neighboring towns. Instead, they live in 
communities and high schools with extreme poverty, racial isolation, inadequate resources and shockingly high rates of 
trauma --- learning environments that would present challenges to even healthy, high-performing students with robust 
fam-ily and social supports. Indeed, many students come from schools in large urban districts that have been labeled year 
after year as “failing” under No Child Left Behind.

Many students do not have family members who have graduated from high school. Fewer still have had a family member 
graduate from college or graduate school. Unlike their peers in surrounding towns and suburbs in Connecticut, few grew 
up surrounded by family friends and neighbors who worked as nurses, teachers, police offi cers, electricians, lawyers, 
scientists, musicians, software developers, coaches, business owners, ministers. Many do not have parents who have 
had positive experiences with the educational system or who have been able to use education to secure a steady job with 
enough income to support their families, much less to express their values, talents, and identities. As a result, the current 
education system – well-adapted for students of educated parents– can seem at best, irrelevant, at worst alienating and in 
confl ict with one’s values and social status.  

Many students in the juvenile justice system have parents or guardians who do not speak English or understand how to 
navigate the complicated array of educational laws and supports within the United States.19  Many lack a consistent adult 
or advocate who can ensure they are getting the help they need in school or who can help them apply to a school or 
program that is right for them. Others have parents who are desperate to help them but cannot do so given lack of access 
to supports and services. The absence of effective adult support is critical, as students under age 18 do not have the legal 
right to make basic education decisions themselves (unless they have been emancipated or are enrolled in post-second-
ary education, both relatively rare). And although some individual young people are mature enough to keep themselves 
internally focused on their school work, the majority of children and adolescents require daily attention, accountability, and 
support from a dependable adult who has the time, willingness, ability and knowledge to support their education.  

At the same time, just like their peers in other circumstances, the students in Connecticut’s juvenile justice system have 
tremendous potential. The “negative” qualities so often cited to explain treating juveniles differently from adults --- impul-
sivity, risk-seeking, inexperience, susceptibility to peer infl uences, dependence on others, emotional intensity, obsession 
with social relationships and status --- also have positive or neutral corollaries– creativity, individuality, passion, attentive-
ness to social cues, receptiveness to relationships, uncompromised sense of right and wrong, and openness to change-- 
strengths that can be harnessed through education that builds on these strengths. And like all students their age, they 
have a wide diversity of gifts – intellectual, musical, artistic, creative, athletic, interpersonal, creative. The difference, how-
ever, is that the students who fi nd themselves in Connecticut’s juvenile justice system rarely have been given the opportu-
nities as young people to develop and practice those gifts,  and to be recognized for those gifts. And so, with the absence 
of opportunity, they are too frequently viewed in terms of the mistakes they have made and the dangers and needs they 
present rather than the gifts and talents they have to offer. And after a while adolescents – understandably – will start to 
believe and to fulfi ll the expectations others have of them.

Finally, unlike many of their peers, students in the juvenile justice system have often learned to survive hardships that 
would overwhelm many adults. They have learned to depend on themselves to meet their goals, and they have developed 
greater independence than many of their same-aged peers. They often want to graduate from high school and go on to 
college or a job with a sense of urgency that often eludes their more fortunate classmates. Given this desire, we argue 
that Connecticut’s juvenile justice system should measure its progress against one elusive, challenging, but necessary 
benchmark: do students who enter Connecticut’s juvenile justice system end up graduating from high school at the same 
or higher rates than their peers?     

18   21.2 percent of students in ConnecƟ cut’s juvenile jusƟ ce system in 2009-2010 had English Language Learning needs. See Founda-
Ɵ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on, supra, at 10.  
19   See generally Spencer, supra.
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What do these students need?

For these students to become their best selves, their education cannot be haphazard, intermittent or grudging. It cannot 
be focused on “remediation” of basic skills to the exclusion of science, literature, politics, art, history, computer science20; 
nor, can it be abstract, esoteric and disconnected from their lives and goals, including meaningful and viable employ-
ment.21  It cannot be hidden behind a tangled web of red tape, bureaucratic delays, and an overlapping but diffuse patch-
work of accountability. It cannot be driven by resource availability, rather than need. Indeed, it cannot even be “not bad,” 
most of the time. It has to be excellent: rigorous, consistent, meaningful, relevant, and accessible. It has to be on par with 
the educational opportunity afforded to their peers, in a state widely regarded as having some of the fi nest public schools 
in the nation. Its effectiveness has to be measured and made transparent. And above all: it has to be robust and uncondi-
tional– robust enough to withstand the special challenges facing these students and their families, unconditional enough 
to withstand the inevitable missteps and mistakes of adolescents.

Why does this matter?

Leaving it to students in these circumstances to demonstrate “suffi cient motivation” to navigate the maze of barriers, in the 
face of evidence to the contrary, will yield predictable results. A minority of students who have interacted with the juvenile 
justice system will indeed graduate from college. Some with unusually strong family or social supports will graduate from 
high school. Many will be shunted to alternative or adult education programs from which they will never graduate, and 
many will return to the juvenile justice or adult justice systems, with less than a 10th grade education and little realistic 
chance of lawful work that pays enough to support a family. Equally worrisome, preserving the status quo in a state with 
many of the fi nest public schools in the nation will send a message not lost on teens, who are often acutely perceptive of 
injustice: the message that some students in Connecticut have promise worth investing in, while the most we can hope 
from the others who are “not cut out for high school” is that they stay out of prison. Finally, as a state and community, we 
will lose out. This loss is often framed in fi scal terms: the costs of prison and of social services, and the tax revenue and 
wages lost. But at stake is a loss much greater: the loss of the people -- the doctors, the teachers, the scientists, the art-
ists, the leaders --- these students could have become.    

Over the last twenty years, the relationship between poor educational opportunity, academic failure, and juvenile justice in-
volvement has been extensively documented.  Indeed, improving educational opportunity and outcomes for students who 
touch the juvenile justice system is a priority shared by parents, schools, policymakers, leaders and students themselves. 
22 “Quality education linked to employment is viewed, unequivocally, as the most powerful tool in recidivism reduction.” 23 
Therefore, in the hierarchy of needs of children in the juvenile justice system – safety, security, mental health treatment – 
few would dispute that education needs to be at the top. 

20   See Forman, supra, (discussing the crucial role of high academic expectaƟ ons in the Maya Angelou school, and giving quotaƟ on 
from student re: challenging curriculum); see also Juvenile Law Center, “JusƟ ce for Juveniles: Youth RecommendaƟ ons to Improve 
EducaƟ onal Outcomes for Youth in the Juvenile JusƟ ce System,” 2015.          
21   See generally U.S. Department of JusƟ ce and U.S. Department of EducaƟ on, “Guiding Principles for Providing High-Quality Edu-
caƟ on in Juvenile JusƟ ce Secure Care Seƫ  ngs,” (December 2014); see also, e.g., John Phillips, “I was Ɵ red of throwing kids in prison.  
So I built a place to help keep them out of it.” The Washington Post, August 7, 2015 (describing his experience as a prosecutor and 
a judge, and the eventual creaƟ on of The Rancho Cielo Youth Campus as an alternaƟ ve for student in the juvenile jusƟ ce system: “I 
had learned there was one strategy that actually worked to engage disenfranchised young people: the combinaƟ on of educaƟ on, job 
training, and eventually employment.  These criƟ cal three experiences allow youths to reconnect with communiƟ es from which they 
feel alienated and help build the self-esteem and self-confi dence that many lack .. .We’ve reduced recidivism 80 percent among stu-
dents in the program, and the rate of our students staying out of trouble is twice that of young people exiƟ ng incarceraƟ on without 
the benefi t of our program.”) 
22   For a discussion of the importance of educaƟ on to students in the juvenile jusƟ ce system, see Juvenile Law Center (2015), supra. 
23   Macomber et. al., supra.  at 224.
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Where are we now?

Despite the research, education of system-involved students is often seen as an afterthought or a second-tier need, out-
side the “core” of juvenile justice. Education, particularly for older students, is often viewed more as a “choice” for certain 
students to decide to pursue – and a privilege that can be forfeited by misconduct --- rather than a fundamental right on 
par with shelter, food, safety.  It is often said that children in the juvenile justice system are “more than the worst thing 
they have done.” However, less attention is paid to the idea that students in the juvenile justice system are more than the 
“worst thing that has been done to them.” While a trauma-informed practice is indeed essential to meaningful treatment, 
in normative terms, we need to insist on seeing school-aged youth as we see their non-involved peers: not as patients, 
victims, clients, delinquents, offenders, or trauma survivors, but as students. “What did you do in school today?” needs to 
be the fi rst question we ask of every youth we encounter, not an afterthought. Indeed, school may seem secondary to a 
student struggling with homelessness, depression, incarceration, fear or abuse, but we cannot permit it to become sec-
ondary. It is the job of children and adolescents to go to school and develop their gifts as fully as possible.  

By the same token, “How does this intervention improve educational opportunity?” needs to be the fi rst question we ask 
of every juvenile justice intervention, not an afterthought. The quality of educational services may seem secondary to a 
system struggling with safety, mental health services, and resource constraints. But it is the job of adults to enable young 
people to focus on being students.  Letting, encouraging, and even coercing students who feel alienated from education 
to leave high school or a juvenile justice placement for substandard alternative programs or adult education is a cynical 
choice -- expedient in the short term, devastating in the long term.

Overview of Recommendations

We describe below the challenges facing students at each stage of juvenile justice involvement and our recommenda-
tions to address them. Across the system, the recommendations carry common themes: track, publish and utilize data 
for benchmarking; focus on outliers and disparities; listen to students and their families; “normalize” the experiences of 
students in the juvenile justice system; differentiate responses to match services with need; harness the strengths of ado-
lescents; give students the supports they need to meet high standards; focus on transition points; use technology to ease 
transitions; replicate best practices; increase collaboration among agencies; and insist on robust quality assurance.  

At the end of the document, we include a list of the Top 4 Action Steps, as outlined in our November 19, 2015 Presenta-
tion to the Juvenile Justice Policy and Oversight Committee. 
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II.  Prevention Efforts are Needed to Ensure Student Success

A. Ensure all students receive the necessary Special Education and Mental Health supports

Extensive research demonstrates the link between unmet special education and mental health needs and involvement in 
the juvenile justice system.24 For example, in Connecticut, it is estimated that 40-50% of juvenile detainees have special 
educational needs.”25 (Rates at the “deeper end” facilities, such as CJTS, are signifi cantly higher).26  Yet, in a 2010 study 
of detention centers in Connecticut, only about 10 percent of students had been identifi ed as special education students, 
and 70 percent of teachers reported detainees’ special learning needs as “under identifi ed.” 27  Three years later, in 2014, 
CSSD found that of the 1402 juveniles admitted to detention, only 20.7 percent self- reported a history or status of special 
education28 --- signifi cantly short of the 40-50 percent estimate. According to a 2012 study of  students ages 12-16 with 
persistent school failure, truancy, juvenile justice or other court involvement, one quarter of students with documented 
histories of poor academic progress and serious emotional and behavioral problems  had not been identifi ed as need-
ing special education services.29 Perhaps most alarmingly, students in the juvenile justice system with special education 
needs showed recidivism rates almost twice as high as students without special needs.30 

Given the acute racial and socioeconomic disparities within Connecticut’s juvenile justice system, these data are not en-
tirely surprising. A recent national study of more than 60,000 school districts showed that in high poverty and high minority 
school districts, the response to behavioral and mental health issues is far more likely to be “criminalized” than “medi-
calized,” when contrasted with the response of higher income and more white school districts.31 Whereas a student in a 
middle or upper class family whose behavior and academic performance is worrisome might be sent to a therapist, or to a 
private school, a similar student from a poor neighborhood too often fi nds himself excluded from school and shunted into 
the juvenile justice system, labeled as a “delinquent” for worrisome behavior that masks underlying education and mental 
health needs.  

However, in Connecticut, data holes prevent us from knowing at which parts of the process students are most likely to “fall 
through the cracks” – i.e. present with needs that should have triggered immediate referral for special education services 
but did not.32  Is the gap between the percentage of students who self-report special education status when they enter 
detention and the estimates of the true need due solely to sending schools’ failure to identify students?  Or, did some of 

24   See Spencer, supra.; see also FoundaƟ on for Alliance in EducaƟ on, “Report of the Analyses of the Datasets From the ConnecƟ cut 
Judicial Branch, Court Support Services Division, and the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on,” supra. 
25   See FoundaƟ on for Alliance in EducaƟ on, abstract by Yale University, ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on (CSDE), Con-
necƟ cut Judicial Branch Court Supported Youth Services Division (CSSD), Yale University Child Study Center (YCSC),  R305H140050 
(2014).  Principal invesƟ gator: Dr. Elena Grigorenko   For a discussion of learning disabiliƟ es in parƟ cular, please see Grigorenko, 
Macomber, Hart, Naples, Chapman, Geib, Chart, Tan, Wolhender, and Wagner, “Academic Achievement Among Juvenile Detainees,”  
Journal of Learning DisabiliƟ es, Vol. 48 (4) 359-368 (2015).
26   In 2012-2013, the percentage of students in USD 2 schools with an IEP ranged from 62 to 78 percent, fl uctuaƟ ng by age group. 
(DCF). 
27   See Macomber et. al., supra. at 235.
28   See June 15, 2015 email from Cathy Foley-Geib, CSSD,  to Martha Stone, Center for Children’s Advocacy, reporƟ ng 2014 CSSD 
fi gures.  
29   See Andrea Spencer, supra. This study was based on a review of the educaƟ onal records of 102 students ages 12-16 who were 
referred to the Center for Children’s Advocacy because of persistent school failure, truancy, juvenile jusƟ ce involvement or other 
court involvement.  51 percent of the students had been court involved or were at risk of court involvement, juvenile jusƟ ce inter-
venƟ on, or court referral for families with service needs.  With regard to the students who had not been idenƟ fi ed as needing special 
educaƟ on services, “[a]closer look at records of these students indicates that most had academic diffi  culƟ es and delays, combined 
with disrupƟ ve, defi ant behavior, mulƟ ple suspensions, school avoidance and truancy issues.  Several carried formal mental health 
diagnoses and records included a history of psychiatric hospitalizaƟ on.”
30   See FoundaƟ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on, “Report of the Analyses of the Datasets from the ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch, Court 
Support Services Division, and the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on,” (2015) (analyzing 2009-2010 data).
31   See David M. Ramey, “The Social Structure of Criminalized and Medicalized School Discipline,” Sociology of EducaƟ on, 2015, 88 
(3) 181. (concluding, based on data analysis of more than 60,000 schools, that “ schools and districts with relaƟ vely larger minority 
and poor populaƟ ons are more likely to implement criminalized disciplinary policies, including suspensions and expulsion or police 
referrals or arrests, and less likely to medicalize students through behavioral plans put in place through laws such as SecƟ on 504 of 
the RehabilitaƟ on Act and the Individuals with DisabiliƟ es EducaƟ on Act. However, results from cross-level interacƟ on models sug-
gest that district-level economic disadvantage moderates the infl uence of school racial composiƟ on on criminalized school discipline 
and medicalizaƟ on).
32   Under current law, “Child Find” obligaƟ ons require schools to “prompt[ly] refer[] to a PPT students who have been suspended 
repeatedly or whose behavior, aƩ endance, or progress in school is considered unsaƟ sfactory or at a marginal level of acceptance.”  

9



these students entering detention also touch the juvenile justice system at an earlier stage and yet fail to be identifi ed? 
What we do know, however, is that the sooner a student receives necessary interventions and supports, the greater his 
chances of staying on track academically and behaviorally.33  And the more students who can stay on track through exist-
ing supports, the fewer children in the juvenile justice system as a whole, meaning that the system can focus its resources 
on meeting the needs of the higher-need youth who honestly do pose a safety threat.  Accordingly, we need to build some 
“redundancy” into our systems, to ensure that students who – for whatever reason – fall through the cracks during their 
earliest years have many other opportunities not far down the road to have their needs recognized and addressed.

Of equal concern is evidence of the disconnect between special education and mental health needs and the limited ser-
vices offered in large urban communities in Connecticut even for students who have been identifi ed.34 Even after the pro-
vision of special education services, 95 percent of the Connecticut in the study above struggled academically.  Social work 
services were provided to almost half of the students whose needs qualifi ed as “mental health” or “behavioral;” however, 
these services were typically only 30 minutes per week – too little given the severity of their needs.35  Moreover, “speech 
and language services were frequently terminated in middle elementary grades just as academic language demands be-
gin to increase exponentially within the curriculum.”36  The stories of individual students featured in the report demonstrate 
the devastating impacts to these students’ behavior and performance when supports they once received were reduced 
over time, seemingly for reasons unconnected to their documented needs.37  The effect of being labeled as “special ed-
ucation” and still not being able to succeed due to mismatched or inadequate services can be particularly devastating to 
students’ self-confi dence and sense of personal effi cacy.   

1) Recommendations

Accordingly, the fi rst step to reducing juvenile justice system involvement and improving educational outcomes for chil-
dren in the system is to focus on ensuring the children with disabilities receive the services they need to be successful.  
Although special education services can be costly to individual districts, the cost saving to the state as a whole from 
reduced delinquency, reduced juvenile justice placements, and reduced adult crime and incarceration could be signifi cant. 
We recommend the following:

1. Evaluate Educational Surrogate38 and CSSD’s Education Support Services (ESS) programs and expand them if they 
demonstrate positive outcomes. 

2. Establish a quality assurance program to implement the “Raise the Grade” provisions, including compliance with Child 
Find obligations in all schools in state or state-contracted facilities.39 

33   See generally NaƟ onal Council on Disability, “Breaking the School-to-Prison Pipeline for Students with DisabiliƟ es, NaƟ onal 
Council on Disability, Washington, D.C., June 18, 2015, located at. hƩ ps://www.ncd.gov/sites/default/fi les/Documents/NCD_
School-to-PrisonReport_508-PDF.pdf 
34   See NaƟ onal Council on Disability, supra, at 28-30.  See also Spencer, supra and August 6, 2015 systemic special educaƟ on 
complaint against Bridgeport Public Schools fi led by the Center for Children’s Advocacy to the ConnecƟ cut State Department of 
EducaƟ on, available at: hƩ ps://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/2203714/redacted-center-for-childrens-advo-
cacy-systemic.pdf  
35   Spencer, supra at 16.
36   Id.
37   Id. hƩ ps://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/2203714/redacted-center-for-childrens-advocacy-systemic.pdf
38   EducaƟ onal surrogates (someƟ mes called “surrogate parents”) are specialists appointed by the State Department of EducaƟ on 
(SDE) to assist students with their special educaƟ on needs. EducaƟ onal surrogates navigate the complex web of evaluaƟ ons, pro-
grams, services, and special educaƟ on laws to ensure that students receive the services they need to succeed in school.  Unfortu-
nately -- as many parents and educators know--federal and state special educaƟ on protecƟ ons for students are not “self-enforcing”: 
it oŌ en takes a determined, well-informed, persistent and skilled parent, advocate or professional, to make sure that a student’s 
unique needs are met. Under current law, all children commiƩ ed to the Department of Children and Families (DCF) are enƟ tled to 
an educaƟ onal surrogate if they have been idenƟ fi ed as special educaƟ on students or if there is reason to believe that they might be 
eligible for special educaƟ on services. In addiƟ on, under current law, homeless or unaccompanied children, and children commiƩ ed 
to DCF for juvenile jusƟ ce reasons are also enƟ tled to educaƟ onal surrogates if they are enrolled in Unifi ed School District #2 (USD 
#2), which is the district, operated by DCF, that provides educaƟ on to students living in DCF faciliƟ es and whose treatment needs 
require that they receive educaƟ on within the facility. For children in USD #2 whose biological parents sƟ ll retain their educaƟ on-
al decision-making rights, current law contains parental noƟ fi caƟ on and consent provisions. Other children in the juvenile jusƟ ce 
system would benefi t tremendously from educaƟ onal surrogates as well, as would children who have been the vicƟ ms of educaƟ onal 
neglect. 
39   Conn. State Agencies RegulaƟ ons 10-76-d7 states((c) “Provision shall be made for the prompt referral to a planning and place-
ment team of all children who have been  suspended repeatedly or whose behavior, aƩ endance, or progress in school is considered 
unsaƟ sfactory or at a marginal level of acceptance.”  In 2014, the “Raise the Grade” legislaƟ on, Public Act 14-99 extended this obli-
gaƟ on to DCF- and CSSD-contracted faciliƟ es: “(f) The Department of Children and Families and Court Support Services Division shall 
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3. Rigorously enforce existing Child Find obligations in all other schools, including state-funded charter schools, techni-
cal schools, alternative schools, magnet schools and neighborhood-based public schools. 

4. Require all schools to provide parents with information about special education advocacy services in the community, 
in the parent’s own language if the parent cannot read English.40

5. Require juvenile court judges to inquire into a child’s educational well-being, including their eligibility for special educa-
tion services. 

6. Implement national models with strong evidence of success in improving outcomes for juvenile justice-involved stu-
dents with special education needs.

2) Spotlight on National Models with Evidentiary Support

Students in AMIKids Day Treatment programs in Florida live at home but attend intensive daily counseling and interven-
tion services and school in an intensive academic setting. A rigorous evaluation from 2010 found that these students 
“show signifi cantly lower rates of recidivism, particularly for felonies, than similar youth placed in residential facilities, con-
trolling for group factors and predictors of recidivism.” (emphasis added).41 Accordingly, this model was given an evidence 
rating of “promising” by the federal Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.42

The PACE Center for Girls in Florida is a research-based non-residential program for middle school and high school girls.  
It has received national recognition as one of the most effective programs for keeping girls from entering the juvenile jus-
tice system.43 

B. Reduce Exclusionary School Discipline Practices, such as Out of School Suspensions and    
     Expulsions, and Invest in Positive Alternatives, like Restorative Justice and Other Models

Exclusionary discipline practices, such as out of school suspensions and expulsions, contribute to students’ academic 
disengagement and failure as well as involvement in the juvenile justice system.44  According to 2010 CSSD Data, 67 
percent of students in detention had been suspended at least once, and 30 percent had been expelled. According to the 
2012 case review noted above of students referred to the Center for Children’s Advocacy, 88 percent of students with 
primary behavior problems and 46 percent of children with mental health and behavior problems had experienced multiple 
suspensions. 45  Students who are repeatedly suspended and students who are expelled – many of whom receive either 
subpar alternative education or only two hours of tutoring per day46 --- literally lose education. However, the harms reach 

promptly review the educaƟ onal fi les of any child or youth upon his or her entry into any facility or school program run or contracted 
for by the department or the division to determine if such child or youth may be eligible for special educaƟ on pursuant to secƟ ons 
10-76a to 10-76h, inclusive.  
40   See Spencer, supra (“And, as is the case with the children in this study, many parents, parƟ cularly those who are not profi cient 
in English, may have liƩ le knowledge of the school district’s responsibility to idenƟ fy and meet the needs of children [like those fea-
tured in case examples], who showed early indicators that they were at risk.”)
41   See Offi  ce of Juvenile JusƟ ce and Delinquency PrevenƟ on (OJJDP), Model Program Guide, available at: www.ojjdep.gov (ciƟ ng 
Winokur, Early et. al. 2010).
42   Id.
43   According to the PACE Center website, www.pacecenter.org, “77% of girls were failing one or more classes prior to coming to 
PACE; 28% of our girls had a prior arrest before coming to PACE; and 16% of our girls used drugs and alcohol prior coming to PACE.” 
However, aŌ er leaving PACE, “96% had no involvement with Juvenile JusƟ ce within a year of leaving PACE; 93% improved their aca-
demic performance; and 76% were in school or employed three years aŌ er leaving PACE.”
44   See generally The U.S. Department of JusƟ ce and the U.S. Department of EducaƟ on, “Guiding Principles on Improving School 
Climates and Discipline,” (January 2014) (“Suspended students are less likely to graduate on Ɵ me and more likely to be suspended 
again, repeat a grade, drop out of school, and became involved in the juvenile jusƟ ce system,” p. 8). See also Taby Ali and Alexandra 
Dufresne, ConnecƟ cut Voices for Children, “Missing Out: Suspending Students from ConnecƟ cut Schools” (2008) (discussing and 
ciƟ ng research regarding adverse impacts of exclusionary discipline).
45   Spencer, supra, 17. 
46   The alternaƟ ve educaƟ on provided to students who are expelled in ConnecƟ cut is governed by Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec. 10-233(d). 
Children under 17 must be provided an alternaƟ ve educaƟ on opportunity upon their expulsion, if it is their fi rst expulsion, regardless 
of the off ense.  However, there is no minimum standard of educaƟ on that must be provided to these children, and children who are 
17 may be placed instead in adult educaƟ on. The de facto alternaƟ ve educaƟ on opportunity provided to many of these expelled 
students is 10 hours per week of tutoring.  Children between the ages of 16 and 18 who are expelled for possession of a fi rearm or 
deadly weapon, or for sale or distribuƟ on of an illegal substance, are not enƟ tled to any alternaƟ ve educaƟ on, even if this is their 
fi rst off ense.  Moreover, a school district may choose not to off er an alternaƟ ve educaƟ on to a student between the ages of 16 and 
18 if they have been expelled more than once.  11



far beyond the educational time and opportunities missed. Rather, barring students from school weakens the relationship 
between a student, his family and his school community and undermines the young person’s own sense as a student 
who belongs in school and can contribute positively to the learning experience for all.47  When this breakdown exists in the 
context of extreme racial disproportionality, the effects are particularly severe. 48  

In light of this research, reforms in recent years have led to signifi cant reductions in out of school suspensions and ex-
pulsions in Connecticut.49 Nonetheless, the data are still troubling.  First, out of school suspensions and expulsions for 
children under seven (7) have increased 22% from the 2011-2012 school year to the 2013-2014 school year. 50  Out of 
school suspension and expulsion rates remain much higher for minority students, special education students, and stu-
dents from poorer districts than for their peers. 76 percent of the 1217 young children excluded from school in 2013-2014 
were Black and Hispanic.51 Recently released statewide data on expulsions by race, though demonstrating a slight re-
duction, is equally troubling. These fi gures should be reviewed with caution as the data refl ects expulsions only and does 
not include suspensions which comprise a larger portion of discipline data. In 2013, black students were 4.9 times more 
likely to be expelled, and 6.5 times more likely to be suspended out-of-school than white students.52  Hispanic students 
were 2.6 times more likely to be expelled, and 4.4 times more likely to be suspended out-of-school than white students.53  
Special education students were 1.8 times more likely to be expelled, and 2.6 times more likely to receive out-of-school 
suspensions.54  Just as disturbingly, students in the poorest urban areas were expelled over 17 times more often, and 
suspended out-of-school 24 times more often than students in the wealthiest suburban areas.55  Racial inequalities in 
suspension and expulsion rates persisted in 2013-2014.56  These racial disparities are incongruous when compared with 
data from the Connecticut school health surveys, in which white students report behaviors that would ordinarily result in 
exclusions at higher or comparable rates as Black and Hispanic students,57 a general trend that is consistent with national 
studies.58  Finally, it is worth noting that although exclusion rates have decreased in most school systems, 2/3 of our stu-
dents are still excluded for behavior that could be addressed much more effectively within the school environment, without 
any concerns of danger to other students or staff.59

47   See Ali & Dufresne, supra, 5.  
48   Id. 
49   Sarah Iverson, Edie Joseph, and Cyd Oppenheimer, ”Keeping Kids in Class: School Discipline in ConnecƟ cut 2008-2013,” ConnecƟ -
cut Voices for Children (2015), available at hƩ p://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/fi les/jj15schoolarrestsreport.pdf, p.9.
50   1217 students under the age of 7 received suspensions during the 2013-2014 school year; See “Suspensions and Expulsions in 
ConnecƟ cut” by the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on, March 3, 2015, p. 46, available at: hƩ p://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/
sde/pdf/board/boardmaterials030415/viia_presentaƟ on_suspensions_and_expulsions_in_connecƟ cut__2015.pdf 
51   Id..
52   Sarah Iverson, Edie Joseph, and Cyd Oppenheimer, ”Keeping Kids in Class: School Discipline in ConnecƟ cut 2008-2013,” ConnecƟ -
cut Voices for Children (2015), available at hƩ p://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/fi les/jj15schoolarrestsreport.pdf 
53   Id.
54   Id.
55   Id.
56   See Martha Stone and Leon Smith, January 30, 2015 Powerpoint PresentaƟ on, “2015 LegislaƟ ve IniƟ aƟ ves with Signifi cant Im-
pact on Youth of Color,” (including chart from SDE data showing Suspension/Expulsion Rates by Race).
57   See ConnecƟ cut Department of Public Health, Youth Risky Behavior Surveys, available at www.ct.gov     
58   See, e.g., R Skiba, R Michael, A Carroll Nardo, R Peterson, “The Color of Discipline, Sources of Racial and Gender DisproporƟ onali-
ty in School Punishment,” Policy Research Report #SRS1 (June 2000) (reviewing studies on racial disproporƟ onality in school discipline 
from 1978-2000 and concluding that racial dispariƟ es in school discipline were consistent across studies, regardless of methodology 
used; that racial dispariƟ es persist even when controlling for poverty; that there is no evidence to support the hypothesis that Afri-
can-American students act out more than other students; and that African-American students appeared to be referred to the offi  ce 
(which oŌ en leads to suspensions) for less serious and more subjecƟ ve reasons than their white peers)
59   66% of all student exclusions are due to school policy violaƟ ons, 12% due to fi ghƟ ng/baƩ ery, 9% due to physical/verbal confron-
taƟ on , 6% due to personally threatening behavior, and 7% due to other, according to the State Department of EducaƟ on’s Power-
point PresentaƟ on, “Suspensions and Expulsions in ConnecƟ cut” (March 2015), p. 33, available at hƩ p://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/
sde/pdf/board/boardmaterials030415/viia_presentaƟ on_suspensions_and_expulsions_in_connecƟ cut__2015.pdf. Conn. Gen. Stat. 
§10-233c requires  all suspensions to be in-school unless “the administraƟ on determines that the pupil being suspended  poses such 
danger to persons or property or such a disrupƟ on of the educaƟ onal process” or if the student has a history of disciplinary problems 
that conƟ nue despite administraƟ ve eff orts to handle the problems through alternaƟ ve means.  “School policy violaƟ ons” are non-vi-
olent and minimally disrupƟ ve, in comparison with other incident categories, and thus should be appropriately handled through 
methods other than exclusionary discipline.
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Next to the racial and economic disparities, what is most startling about the suspension and expulsion data in Connecti-
cut, however, is the variation among districts with similar demographics60 and among schools within districts. Similarly, 
some schools and districts have shown remarkable drops in their exclusion rates in recent years. From 2011 to 2013, 
Meriden reduced the percentage of students that were suspended in-school from 15.1% to 10%; Norwalk reduced the 
rate from 7.4% to 5.9% in the same period. Though among the top districts meting out exclusionary discipline, Bridgeport 
and Waterbury reduced their percentage of students suspended out-of-school from 2011 to 2013.61  These variations are 
important because they show that policies and practices matter, which enables “positive outliers” to share best practices,62 
and “negative outliers” to receive remediation assistance and supports. There is nothing “inevitable” about excluding stu-
dents or the underlying disruptive behavior: with the exception of the relatively rare cases in which expulsion is mandatory 
under federal law, the overwhelming majority of students, when given proper alternatives, would not have to miss school.   

It is worth noting that the relative abundance of school discipline data has enabled policy reforms, as districts and schools 
have been able to benchmark their progress against that of their peers.  However, this easy comparison and benchmark-
ing has been made possible by outside organizations that have taken the time to splice, compare, and present the data 
in an accessible way.  The latest full analysis of data ends in 2013,63 meaning that data for the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 
school years is not publicly accessible in a disaggregated or easily comparable manner, making it much harder for school 
leaders and community members to get a handle on positive and negative outliers and trends.  While the amount of 
school discipline data that is collected and made public represents “the gold standard” that should apply across all rele-
vant domains – from Child Find compliance to chronic absenteeism—data is only powerful to the extent that it is used to 
drive decision-making, not just by agency heads but by all of the multiple actors in these complicated systems, particularly 
educators who work daily with youth. For these data to be used, they need to be presented and analyzed regularly in a 
clear, user-friendly way.

1) Recommendations

Because of the importance of school discipline procedures in keeping students in school and out of the juvenile justice 
system, we recommend the following:

1. Increase school and district leaders’ ability to benchmark progress and replicate best practices of “positive outliers” by 
ensuring that disaggregated school discipline data at school, district, and state levels is made publicly available in a 
timely fashion on the SDE public website and in Strategic School Profi les.

2. Require SDE to develop a remediation plan with schools and districts that are negative outliers in terms of OSS and 
expulsion rates and racial disparities in rates, or that have a disproportionate number of students involved in the juve-
nile justice system.64  Such remediation plans should include, at a minimum, restorative justice models.65

3. Prohibit expulsions for fi rst time disciplinary offenses, unless expulsion is required by federal law.

4. Change Connecticut state expulsion law to require expulsion only for students who bring guns to school.

5. Make available to parents a state-funded attorney or advocate for any student facing expulsion proceedings whose 
family meets certain low income guidelines, throughout the duration of the expulsion period (so that the attorney can 
assist with early return options) and require DCF to provide an attorney for any student committed to its care who is 
facing expulsion proceedings, throughout the duration of the expulsion period.

6. Recommend that schools institute policies providing that the initiation of an expulsion hearing triggers an obligation for 
the school psychologist to meet with the student and to provide referrals (if warranted) to mental health and counsel-
ing resources in the community.   

60   “District Reference Groups,” or “DRGs,” are used in a classifi caƟ on system that groups districts with students of a similar socio-
economic status and need together.  See “Research BulleƟ n” by the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on (June 2006), p.1, 
available at hƩ p://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/PDF/EvalResearch/DRG_2006.pdf.   
61   See supra, Iverson et. al., 45, 44
62   See generally Alexandra Dufresne, Annemarie Hillman, Cari Carson, and Tamara Kramer, “Teaching Discipline: A Toolkit for Edu-
cators on PosiƟ ve AlternaƟ ves to Out-of-School Suspensions” (June 2010), available at hƩ p://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/fi les/
edu10discipline.pdf. 
63   See supra, Iverson et. al.
64   Because expulsion rates are low, disaggregaƟ on may not be possible in some districts without violaƟ ng confi denƟ ality laws.
65   See e.g. “RestoraƟ ve PracƟ ces: Fostering Healthy RelaƟ onships and PromoƟ ng PosiƟ ve Discipline in Schools, A Guide for Educa-
tors,” Advancement Project, March 2014;  Fischer, N., “Giving Young Off enders a Second Chance Means System-wide Reform,” July 
2015 www.ctviewpoints.   
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7. Ensure educational opportunity for all expelled students66 by:67

a. Amending Public Act 15-133 (regarding alternative education) to include expelled students; 

b. Amending CGSA 10-233d(d) to remove the clause exempting alternative education opportunities (AEOs) from the 
requirements of CGSA 10-220;

c. Amending CGSA 10-233d(d) to clarify that AEOs must comply with CGSA 10-16; and

d. Adding a requirement for individualized learning plans for expelled students. These plans should:

 - Be based on assessment of the student’s academic and behavioral needs;    

 - Be created in collaboration with the student’s home school, AEO, and parent;

 - Provide academic and behavioral interventions; and

 - Contain a timeline and method for review of the student’s progress.

66   Almost 1,000 students are expelled every year. Many are special educaƟ on students with signifi cant mental health diagnoses. 
Some receive only two hours a day of tutoring.  Based on data gathered by the State Dept. of EducaƟ on found in the CEDaR 20-12-13 
Discipline Data at hƩ p://sdeportal.ct.gov/Cedar/WEB/ct_report/CedarHome.aspx,nearly 20% of all students expelled in the 2012-13 
school year received this type of minimal tutoring as an alternaƟ ve educaƟ on.  
67   See Alicia B. v. Malloy et. al. (December 15, 2015), hƩ p://civilinquiry.jud.ct.gov/CaseDetail/PublicCaseDetail.aspx?DocketNo=HH-
DCV155040967S
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C. Reduce Chronic Absenteeism

Over 56,000 Connecticut students are chronically absent each year.68 Chronic absenteeism is a primary gateway to 
involvement in the juvenile justice system.69 In 2009-2010, the most recent year for which data has been analyzed, 69.8 
percent of juvenile- justice involved students were chronically absent in at least one grade from pre-K to 12.70  33 percent 
of juvenile justice involved students were chronically absent in more than one grade.71 Chronic absenteeism was also 
associated with the depth of student’s juvenile justice involvement:  chronically absent students were admitted to detention 
twice as often as students who were not chronically absent. Finally, and most disturbingly, there was a strong association 
between absenteeism and recidivism, as illustrated in this chart72:

Missing school is a clear red fl ag that something very wrong is happening at home, in the community, or within the stu-
dent.  In the child welfare context, it is often the red fl ag that alerts the system to serious neglect or abuse.  Each day that 
a student misses school makes it harder to return the next day, and so absences can have a snowballing effect.  Indeed, 
research shows that most students do not decide to “drop out” on one specifi c day—rather, they miss school (typically for 
disciplinary or truancy reasons) gradually, until the prospect of returning seems impossible and pointless.73 Accordingly, 
there are huge dividends for the system to respond to chronic absenteeism as early in a student’s career as possible, and 

68   “Chronic Absenteeism: A Closer Look at ConnecƟ cut Data” by Ajit Gopalakrishnan, Chief Bureau of  Data CollecƟ on, Research & 
EvaluaƟ on, ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on, p.7, available at hƩ p://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/deps/chronicabsen-
teeism/learningfromthedata_statepresentaƟ on.pdf (October 2014) .  The defi niƟ on of “chronic absenteeism” comes from “AƩ en-
dance Works”—a naƟ onal policy group that works to advance student success by reducing chronic absence (www.aƩ endanceworks.
org). Chronic absenteeism occurs when a student is absent for 10% or more of total school days. This data is meant to be tracked 
and monitored very closely; many school districts put out a report on the number of chronically absent students every two weeks, or 
aŌ er 10 school days has passed. 
69   “Truancy PrevenƟ on” Literature Review by the Offi  ce of Juvenile JusƟ ce and Delinquency PrevenƟ on, p. 1 (ciƟ ng Chang and 
Romero 2008; Henry and Huizinga 2005, as reported in Heilbrunn 2007; Henry and Huizinga 2007; Kelley et al. 1997; Loeber and 
Farrington 2000; Seeley 2008a), available at hƩ p://www.ojjdp.gov/mpg/litreviews/Truancy_PrevenƟ on.pdf (December 2010).  
70   See FoundaƟ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on, “Report of the Analyses of the Datasets From the ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch, Court 
Support Services Division and the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on,” (2015) (analyzing 2009-2010 data).
71   Id. at 35.
72   Id. at 39.
73   “When exclusionary school disciplinary tacƟ cs are used to push these children from the classroom, they may fall even further 
behind their peers, adding addiƟ onal obstacles to the uphill struggle many of these children already face in school,” from “Keeping 
Kids in Class: School Discipline in ConnecƟ cut 2008-2015” by ConnecƟ cut Voices for Children, p. 1, at hƩ p://www.ctvoices.org/sites/
default/fi les/jj15schoolarrestsreport.pdf (Feb 2015).
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as quickly and consistently as possible.74 Finally, if the education is challenging and worthwhile, then missing days should 
be treated as signifi cant, especially in disciplines like mathematics and foreign language that are intrinsically cumulative.  
A school environment in which students come and go weakens the creativity and rigor of the educational experience for 
the other students and can create a culture whereby students learn that it is socially acceptable not to engage.

Students of color, students who receive free lunch, and students with disabilities are at a much higher risk for chronic 
absenteeism than their peers.75  For example76 18.1% of Hispanic/Latino and 15.7% of Black/African-American students 
were chronically absent during the 2013-2014 school year, as compared to 7.2% of White students. 19.9% of students 
who receive a free lunch demonstrated chronic absenteeism, versus only 6.1% of students ineligible for reduced or free 
lunch.  In addition, schools and districts vary tremendously in terms of chronic absenteeism rates, which range from 2.7 
and 2.8 in the wealthy districts of New Canaan and Glastonbury to 24.7 and 25.7 in the Alliance districts of Hartford and 
New Haven, both of which have unusually high numbers of referrals to the juvenile justice system.77  This variation is 
partially due to the signifi cant variability in schools’ response. Some districts have the resources to institute more thorough 
notifi cation systems that give parents information in real time, whereas many Alliance districts struggle to notify parents 
quickly enough for them to intervene at earlier stages of the truant behavior. Many Alliance districts lack the capacity to 
utilize “truancy offi cers” to do home visits to check on absent students and connect with families in a collaborative effort.  
Districts with more resources are more likely to use intensive case management and more time intensive models that are 
less accessible to other districts. However, some Alliance district schools have established successful truancy programs, 
such as New Britain’s model program and Hartford’s Truancy Prevention Project.78  

In addition, there are considerable delays in schools’ fi ling of FWSN petitions.79 The law states that referrals can be made 
as early as when a child exhibits four unexcused absences in a month and requires referrals to be made within 15 days 
after a school-parent meeting is found to be ineffective.80 CSSD reports that the bulk of FWSNs are received in the late 
spring, suggesting that schools wait to process them all at once, even though many students have hit the thresholds for 
intervention much earlier. This is problematic because the students’ truancy habits are more deeply ingrained by this point 
in the year, and because programs designed to help integrate a student back into school cannot make adequate progress 
during the summer months, when school is not in session.  

A new law passed in 2015, Public Act 15-225, An Act Concerning Chronic Absenteeism, requires schools to track chron-
ic absenteeism, to institute  Student Attendance Review Teams if schools or districts  meet certain thresholds of chronic 
absenteeism rates, and requires the State Department of Education to develop a chronic absenteeism prevention and 
intervention plan for use by local school districts.81  

74   A 2009 study of 46 LaƟ na 7th and 8th grade students exhibiƟ ng truant behavior found that 56.6% of these students had also ex-
hibited early absenteeism in grades K-1. “Las Ninas Silenciadas” by Andrea M. Spencer, PhD and Olga Romero, PhD, p. 5, available at 
hƩ p://www.kidscounsel.org/Las%20Ninas.pdf (February 2009).  
75   “Chronic Absenteeism: A Closer Look at ConnecƟ cut Data” by Ajit Gopalakrishnan, Chief Bureau of  Data CollecƟ on, Research & 
EvaluaƟ on, ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on, October 2014, p. 9 at hƩ p://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/deps/chron-
icabsenteeism/learningfromthedata_statepresentaƟ on.pdf
76   Id.
77   From the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on’s 2013-2014 “Overall District Chronic Absenteeism Rates” data report 
found at: www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/excel/evalresearch/2013-14chronic_absenteeism_public_data_.xls
78   Since 2004, CCA has run two Truancy PrevenƟ on Projects in four middle schools in Harƞ ord and Bridgeport. This project is a part-
nership between CCA, the Judicial Branch, and The Village for Families and Children (Harƞ ord).  Judges from the superior court and 
federal court systems have volunteered their Ɵ me for this project, which includes case management, legal assistance, and informal 
“court sessions” at which judges speak with students, and develop and monitor goals together.  CCA aƩ orneys help idenƟ fy unmet 
educaƟ onal needs that are linked to truancy. Many schools conƟ nue to lag in their idenƟ fi caƟ on of these students and referrals to 
community resources, or Planning and Placement Team meeƟ ngs (PPTs). Many of these students never receive services, or receive 
them far too late in order for them to be successful.  We have witnessed and addressed many instances where our clients have been 
chronically absent for weeks, or even months, before the school district even aƩ empted to put intervenƟ ons into place for the stu-
dent, if at all. This project was recently featured in “The High Cost of Truancy,” Center for American progress, 2015, Ahmad, F., Miller, 
T., p. 26.
79   An updated FWSN form (edited May 2015) is now available at hƩ p://www.jud.ct.gov/webforms/forms/JMaa9.pdf. This form 
makes more clear to school staff  the obligaƟ ons that must be fulfi lled prior to fi ling (ex parent meeƟ ng, community referrals, etc.) as 
it was apparent in some court districts that local school staff  were not fully aware of their statutory duƟ es in relaƟ on to truancy.  
80   Conn. Gen. Stat. §10-198a(c) 
81   ConnecƟ cut Public Act 2015, No. 15-225
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1) Recommendations

Given the importance of addressing chronic absenteeism to reduce juvenile delinquency and system involvement, we 
recommend the following. For purposes of these recommendations, a “feeder” school or district is one whose students are 
disproportionately represented in the juvenile justice system. A “negative outlier” is a school or district that has signifi cantly 
higher chronic absenteeism rates than the state average, regardless of juvenile justice referrals. “Schools” here include all 
types of schools in Connecticut, including charter schools, alternative schools, and schools in DCF or CSSD facilities or 
contracted facilities.  

1. Require SDE to monitor implementation of Public Act 15-225, particularly for schools and districts that are feeders and 
negative outliers82 and report to JJPOC annually. 

2. Train educators in schools and districts that are feeders and negative outliers about their obligation to make FWSN 
referrals and report educational neglect promptly.

3. Eliminate absenteeism in congregate care facilities.83 

4. Provide “school stability” for students in the juvenile justice system.84 

5. Extend CSSD’s Educational Support Services (ESS) contract to increase representation of families for whom truan-
cy-based FWSN petitions have been fi led and who need special education advocacy.

6. Enhance Child Youth Family Support Centers (CYFSC) with tutors and educational advocates to address the academ-
ic needs of students.85  

7. Evaluate Connecticut86 and national models to reduce chronic absenteeism87and expand the most effective models.88

82   Id. 
83   For concerns about absenteeism at CJTS, ee, e.g. Offi  ce of the Child Advocate, “InvesƟ gaƟ ve Facility Report: ConnecƟ cut Juvenile 
Training School and Pueblo Unit.” ((July 22, 2015). 
84   Public Act 10-160 establishes the right of students in ConnecƟ cut’s foster care system to remain in their “home school” despite 
placement transfers. This law was passed to address the extraordinary costs to students of frequent moves.  See Kramer and Dufres-
ne, “School Stability Promotes EducaƟ onal Opportunity for ConnecƟ cut’s Children in Foster Care,” CT Voices for Children (November 
2009), www.ctvoices.org,  Students in ConnecƟ cut’s juvenile jusƟ ce, system, do not currently have this same right despite similar 
concerns about the academic and social costs of frequent school moves.  
85  One study has showed that tutoring was the most helpful component of truancy model programs.  See Haight, C., et al, “Evalua-
Ɵ on of A Truancy Diversion Program at Nine At-Rick Middle Schools,” Psychology in the Schools, Vol. 51 (7), 2014 www.wileyonlineli-
brary.com/journal/pits. CYFSCs are mulƟ -model centers focusing on a scope of targeted services for status off enders and delinquent 
children and youth ages 11-17. The overarching goal of the CFFSC is to provide comprehensive services incorporaƟ ng evidence-based 
pracƟ ces that target changing behavior and recidivism reducƟ on. CYFSCs will serve status-off ending and delinquent children and 
youth.  The CYFSC will conduct intake assessment and provide cogniƟ ve-behavioral intervenƟ ons, case management services to 
address basic needs and pro-social acƟ viƟ es, and discharge planning that are gender-specifi c, evidence-/research based, culturally 
competent and trauma informed.  In terms of responses to truancy, the following intervenƟ ons are worth emphasizing: 
1.  Assessment to determine what is the reason for the child’s truancy.
2.  Case management to address the reasons and link to community supports. 
3.  EducaƟ onal Advocates to work with the child, family and school to ensure that any needed school intervenƟ ons are put in place 
and to assure the child aƩ ends school.
4.  Access to ESS if needed. 
86   There are a number of truancy reducƟ on models in ConnecƟ cut, including the Truancy PrevenƟ on Project in Harƞ ord and Bridge-
port, AƩ endance and Engagement clinics in New Haven and Waterbury Probate Courts, AƩ endance Works in New Britain, Truancy 
IntervenƟ on Project in New Britain, and truancy components of the Juvenile Review Boards and CYFSC centers.  Some of these 
projects have presented results to the legislature’s Strategic AcƟ on Group on Chronic Absenteeism, CT Kids Report Card Leadership 
CommiƩ ee, in December 2015. 
87   See for instance, “Truancy IntervenƟ on: NaƟ onal Models and ConnecƟ cut IniƟ aƟ ves,” CCA 2015, hƩ p://www.kidscounsel.org/
wp-content/uploads/2012/07/rKM-Truancy-Programs-book-2015-R.pdf.
88   The current ESS contract provides for educaƟ onal aƩ orneys to be provided to families in need of educaƟ onal advocacy and legal 
representaƟ on in situaƟ ons where FWSN are fi led, however the capacity of the contract has not been increased so that this addiƟ on-
al need can be met.  
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2) Spotlight: National Models with Evidentiary Support

Youth Advocate Programs (YAP) provide academic support services to juvenile justice-involved youth. These academic 
support services increased school attendance rates and high school graduation or GED completion rates, particularly for 
students with out-of-home placements.89

The Becoming a Man (BAM) program is a dropout and violence prevention for at-risk boys, grades 7-12, who have missed 
more than 40 days of school. The program includes in school programming and after school sports to develop skills as-
sociated with reductions in violence. A randomized, controlled trial by the University of Chicago Crime Lab found that BAM 
reduced violent crime arrests by 44 percent, weapons crime by 36 percent, and improved graduation rates.90 

The New York City Truancy Reduction Pilot signifi cantly reduced chronic absenteeism; evaluators determined that the 
most effective component of the program was mentorship.91

D. Reduce Disengagement, Push Out, and Drop Out, Including Involuntary Transfer to Low-Quality 
     Alternative Schools

There are signifi cant consequences when students drop out of school. Each student that drops out of school costs the 
state of Connecticut an estimated $517,893 (compared to a high school graduate) over his/her lifetime, in lost fi scal 
contributions and increased costs associated with more severe health issues and higher incarceration rates, among 
others.92 Students who drop out are often system involved, experience high rates of truancy, academic challenges and 
often fi nd themselves without the appropriate number of credits for their age and intended grade (over-age/under credit).  
The historical lack of state oversight and regulation of alternative education in Connecticut has contributed to the level of 
disengagement leading to dropout. Students returning from congregate care have often found themselves placed in alter-
native programs that were under-staffed, not properly resourced and the subject of neglect from their districts. In concept, 
alternative education provides a safety net for the most vulnerable students who are at risk of dropping out of school. 
However, when there is no oversight or accountability for the outcomes of these students, they often can become dump-
ing grounds where students who have been in the juvenile justice and deemed undesirable by their district high schools 
are sent to fester until they give up and drop out. There needs to be assurances that alternative education programs are 
provided with the resources necessary to meet the educational, social and emotional needs of this high need group of stu-
dents. Additionally, there need to be entrance and exit requirements for alternative education that ensure that placements 
are thoughtful and that youth are not pushed out into programs that cannot meet their needs.

1) Recommendations

In light of these needs, we recommend the following in the areas of alternative education and dropout prevention:

1. Require JJPOC to monitor implementation of new alternative education legislation in those districts that have the high-
est number of referrals to the juvenile justice system.93

2. Increase the age of withdrawal from school – with or without parental consent—to age 18.

3. Provide students who do withdraw from school a larger window than the currently allowed 10 days to change their 
mind and reverse the decision.94

4. Ensure the development of entrance and exit requirements for the referral of students to alternative education, which 
would ensure that programs can meet the needs of the student and that all students placed in alternative education 

89   See Evans, Douglas and Delgado, Sheyla, John Jay College of Criminal JusƟ ce, “Youth Realize EducaƟ onal Gains Following their 
ParƟ cipaƟ on in YAP” (July 2014).  
90   See descripƟ on of Becoming a Man and the University of Chicago study at www.youth-guidance.org
91   Center for American Progress, supra, at 25.

92   Alliance for Excellent EducaƟ on. Fact Sheet: High School Dropouts in America. February, 2009.
93   See Public Act 15-133, which defi nes alternaƟ ve educaƟ on, requires enhanced annual data collecƟ on, mandates the Department 
of EducaƟ on to develop guidelines for alternaƟ ve educaƟ on including entrance and exit requirements, and requires children in alter-
naƟ ve educaƟ on to receive “as nearly equal advantages” as tradiƟ onal schools in the allocaƟ on of resources.
94   See Public Act 10-186(d)

18



have the option to return full-time to their last district public school.95

5. Ensure that the transfer of any special education student to an alternative school occurs in compliance with federal 
and state law, with the convening of a PPT when such a transfer impacts the services and hours provided in a stu-
dent’s IEP.

6. Prohibit, for any student in DCF custody, the transfer to an alternative school without the consent of DCF and/or par-
ent following an in-person meeting between the school, the student, DCF, and when appropriate, the foster parent and 
service providers unless such transfer is required by the terms of an expulsion.

III.  Diverting Students from Court Contributes to Student Success

A. Minimize School-Based Arrests

For many students’ educations, the best response of the juvenile justice system is to do nothing—that is, to not get 
involved. This may seem counterintuitive, given the substantial educational and other needs of the students who cur-
rently reach Connecticut’s system. However, research is clear that “arrest doubles the probability of dropout even when 
controlling for arrest expectations, college expectations, prior and concurrent delinquency, grade retention, school sus-
pension, middle school grade point average, and a number of demographic factors.”96  This is due to many factors – the 
disruption of schooling, the labelling effects, stigma and shame of being arrested, the change to self-perception and identi-
ty, the exposure to diffi cult conditions (if detained), and the exposure to delinquent peers. Accordingly, while some stu-
dents commit offenses that are suffi ciently severe to warrant an arrest in order to protect the community, students whose 
offenses could effectively be handled in school ---- and indeed are handled in school in other schools and communities in 
Connecticut – should not be arrested. Eliminating school-based arrests except when they are absolutely necessary has 
the added benefi t of helping preserve resources for the higher need students who do need system involvement.   

Connecticut has made some progress in recent years in reducing school-based arrests. For instance, the number of juve-
nile justice court referrals originating from schools has dropped by 10 percent in the last two years although it may have 
risen again recently.97  Additionally, DMC Committee efforts in cities like Bridgeport have resulted in a steady drop in 
school-based arrests over the last several years.98 However, the data are still alarming. Black children were nearly fi ve 

times more likely to be arrested in school than white children while Hispanic children were over three (3) times more 
likely to be arrested in school than white children.99  Special education students were nearly three (3) times more likely to 
be arrested in school than regular education students.100 

In addition, there remains tremendous variation among schools and districts in their rates.  

Students in the poorest urban areas were arrested nearly 23 times more often than students in the wealthiest suburban 
areas.101 Finally, data show that many students are arrested for conduct that could be remedied at the school level. Nearly 
one in ten (9%) student arrests in 2013 involved non-criminal violations of school policy.102 As with exclusionary discipline, 
the wealth of data showing variability across schools and districts – including those with similar resources and demo-
graphic factors – as well as the success of some districts in reducing signifi cantly their rates and disparities, illustrates that 
policies make a difference.  In other words, with the exception of a relatively narrow band of conduct, many arrests could 
be avoided. A full accounting of the unintended costs of arrests on students’ educational trajectories counsels in favor of 
reducing arrests to bare minimums.  

95   See Public Act 15-133(2)(a)
96   See Esty, “ArresƟ ng Development: Student Arrests in ConnecƟ cut” (ConnecƟ cut Voices for Children, September 2011) at 2 (quot-
ing Sweeten, Gary, “Who Will Graduate? DisrupƟ on of High School EducaƟ on by Arrest and Court Involvement,” 23.4 JusƟ ce Quarter-
ly, 462-480 at 478 (December 2006) (emphasis added). 
97   See ConnecƟ cut Juvenile JusƟ ce Alliance, The Color of JusƟ ce (2015), p. 12 (ciƟ ng data from ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch, Court 
Services Support Division). hƩ p://ctmirror.org/2015/08/11/cts-school-to-prison-pipeline-fi lled-by-black-hispanic-youth/ 
98   See DMC report/PowerPoint from Harƞ ord DMC meeƟ ng 9/22/2015 (on fi le with Center for Children’s Advocacy)
99   See Iverson, Joseph, and Oppenheimer, supra, at 6 (analyzing 2013 data
100    Id. at 7.
101   Iverson, Joseph and Oppenheimer, supra, at 8.
102   Id. at 3.
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1) Recommendations

Accordingly, we recommend the following:

1. Extend the evidence-based School-based Diversion Initiative (SBDI)103 to schools and districts that are negative 
outliers in school-based arrest rates, DMC, or absolute number of juvenile justice referrals, and track and report data 
regarding the effectiveness of this expansion to the JJPOC. 

2. Rigorously implement Public Act 15-168, which provides for an annual examination of data relating to in-school sus-
pensions, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions and school-based arrests disaggregated by school, race, ethnicity, 
gender, age, students with disabilities, English language learners, students who are eligible for free or reduced priced 
lunch, type of offense for which the school-based arrests were made and the number of arrests made annually at 
each school.

3. Rigorously implement Public Act 15-96 which virtually eliminates school-based arrests for children 7 and under, and 
consider extending these provisions to all children 10 and under.

4. Require SDE to develop a remediation plan with schools and districts that are negative outliers in terms of i) school 
arrest rates, ii) racial disparities in school arrest rates; or iii) absolute number of students arrested, and provide incen-
tives to any such school or district that makes a signifi cant reduction in school arrest rates or disparities by use of any 
evidence-based or data-supported alternatives, including, but not limited to, restorative justice models.

Expand the criteria of off enses for which CSSD will “send back” a school-based arrest, and expand the capacity of the 
Juvenile Review Boards (JRBs) in order to increase the number of youth they can divert for low level off enses.104 

B. Reduce Community-Based Arrests of Students

One of the consequences of exclusionary disciplinary policies is that they take a student who could use intervention and 
support and push them out into the community, often unsupervised and even more at risk of arrest and system involve-
ment.  In at least one urban Connecticut community, 40% of all juvenile community arrests took place between 8 A.M. – 3 
P.M. during weekdays, a time when students should be in school.105 Additionally, when students in the community are 
arrested on relatively minor offenses such as breach of peace, shoplifting or trespassing, they are at risk of entry and pen-
etration into the juvenile justice system. This places these students potentially at risk for detention, which can disrupt the 
student’s education, for offenses that do not pose a danger to the community or threat to public safety.

1) Recommendations

Because of the harmful effects of unnecessary arrests of students, we recommend the following:

1. Track community-based arrests of students by race, gender, age, time of day, location, and offense.

2. Expand the work of the CCA/CCLP DMC committees and CSSD to identify communities that are negative outliers in 
community-based arrests and work collaboratively with police and communities to develop similar DMC committees to 
reduce arrests.

103   The ConnecƟ cut School Based Diversion IniƟ aƟ ve (SBDI), an iniƟ aƟ ve of the Child Health & Development InsƟ tute of Con-
necƟ cut (CHDI), works with schools to reduce juvenile jusƟ ce involvement among youth with mental health needs. .  It was iniƟ ally 
developed with grant funding from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur FoundaƟ on’s Mental Health/Juvenile JusƟ ce AcƟ on 
Network. SBDI implementaƟ on is jointly funded and overseen by the Judicial Branch Court Support Services Division (CSSD), the State 
Department of EducaƟ on (SDE), the ConnecƟ cut Department of Children and Families (DCF), and the Department of Mental Health 
and AddicƟ on Services (DMHAS).  For more informaƟ on, see hƩ p://www.ctsbdi.org/ 
104   CSSD’s policy of “sending back” certain referrals more appropriate for school disciplinary acƟ on has had posiƟ ve results.  See 
ConnecƟ cut Health and Development InsƟ tute (CHDI), “Improving School Discipline PracƟ ce and Reducing School Based Arrests in 
ConnecƟ cut,” Issue Brief No. 28 (1/15/14) at 2  (“Reform eff orts at the Court Support Services Division (CSSD): The Juvenile ProbaƟ on 
division at CSSD is the gatekeeper to the juvenile court system. In the last few years, supervisors within Juvenile ProbaƟ on insƟ tuted 
a new intake process that allows them to send back inappropriate court referrals for alternaƟ ve, non-judicial responses. The new 
policy has resulted in hundreds of court referrals originaƟ ng from schools being sent back for in-school discipline.”  
105   New Haven police data, July-December 2013 on fi le with the Center for Children’s Advocacy. 
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3. Ensure that juvenile review boards, which provide needed diversionary opportunities for youth who commit minor 
offenses by routing them from unnecessary involvement in the juvenile justice system, are properly resourced and 
evaluated.

4. Require jurisdictions with juvenile review boards to implement Memoranda of Understanding between the juvenile 
review board, police departments and school districts to develop protocols that ensure that all youth who need a diver-
sionary opportunity receive one.

C. Provide Students Diverted from Court with the Educational Supports they Need

For students exhibiting misdemeanor-type behavior that previously would have led to system involvement, Connecticut 
has developed diversion options, including juvenile review boards and Child Youth Family Support Centers (CYFSC). This 
stage of the process is a crucial juncture for providing the educational services necessary to get students back on track. In 
these cases, a referral to a diversionary program can be the catalyst that captures the student and families’ attention, and 
the student’s desire to avoid further action can provide a good opportunity for implementing supports.Typically, a student’s 
participation and cooperation with services provided in a diversionary program are required to prevent the matter from 
moving forward towards more serious system involvement, including arraignment of formal charges in juvenile court. 

1) Recommendations

Accordingly, at this stage of the process, we recommend the following:

1. Conduct an in-depth interview with the student and family (and with their permission, school offi cials) as part of the 
Juvenile Review Board and CYFSC intake process regarding what academic and extracurricular supports are neces-
sary to assist the student.  

2. Require Juvenile Review Boards, CYFSC and a designated offi cial at a city’s Board of Education, as part of a Memo-
randa of Understanding, to work together to review the educational records of each diverted student – and when nec-
essary, administer academic assessments --- to determine what academic supports the student needs, including, but 
not limited to, tutoring, online courses and credit recovery, summer school, extracurricular and academic enrichment 
opportunities, school attendance services and/or assistance with applying to school lotteries.

3. Offer at the Juvenile Review Board and CYFSC the opportunity to get an independent evaluation that would deter-
mine the availability, access, and quality of all educational services currently offered to diverted students and recom-
mendations for improvement.

4. Require all Juvenile Review Boards and CYFSC to track and make public data regarding the educational progress 
and outcomes of participating students.

5. Offer for those referred to Juvenile Review Boards or the FWSNs and other cases referred to CYFSCs, the ability to 
get educational services, including tutors, educational surrogates, transition coordinators, and education tutors.

6. Extend the current capacity of CSSD’s Educational Support Services (ESS) contract to provide for Juvenile Review 
Boards to refer a case to an educational attorney for families who need assistance accessing the appropriate inter-
ventions and services in school. 

Require CSSD to develop and evaluate the creation of “education coach” services as a pilot.  An education coach would 
be reserved for students who i) have been involved in any stage of the juvenile justice system (including diversion); ii) are 
not currently on pace to graduate from high school within 5 years or by age 19; iv) do not have parents/guardians who are 
able or willing to provide the extra academic support needed to make graduation realistic); and v) could realistically gradu-
ate from high school with extra supports.106 
106   The educaƟ on coach would do the following: i) work with the student and family to make sure the student is enrolled in the 
best school available to her/him (i.e. entered into charter or magnet school loƩ eries, applicaƟ ons to technical schools); ii) work with 
the student, family, and school to eliminate truancy and disciplinary issues; iii) provide hands on tutoring and support re both aca-
demic subjects and study skills; iii) coordinate with the school and parents/guardians – and when relevant, educaƟ onal surrogate—
an educaƟ on plan, in terms of the courses to be taken; iv) work with the student, school, and parents/guardians re: appropriate 
aŌ er-hours and summer programming to make up for the lost Ɵ me and the skill defi cits; v) develop with student, school and family a 
plan for graduaƟ on and post-graduaƟ on.  The diff erence between an educaƟ onal coach and an educaƟ onal surrogate is that the edu-
caƟ onal coach would  a) not be limited to students with special educaƟ on needs; b) would see the student much more frequently (up 
to 3x/week), including at the student’s home; c) develop a personal relaƟ onship; d) stay very closely on top of the student (checking 
aƩ endance, discipline, and test scores daily or near daily);  e) work with the students’ family wherever possible to build their capac-
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IV.  Court-Involved, Non-Detained Students have Educational Needs that Must be Resolved

Not all students referred to court are detained; some students remain at home on probation with their families in the 
community and therefore do not experience the level of educational disruption that detained students do.  Nonetheless, 
court involvement provides an opportunity to ensure that the student who has gotten off track is receiving the educational 
support that he or she needs, especially given the relationship between academic struggles and system involvement. 

1) Recommendations

Accordingly, we recommend the following:

1. Require the juvenile court to inquire into the students’ education status per a Judicial Checklist.107

2. Require CSSD, once a youth is placed under supervision, to take the steps outlined in the “JRB” Section above and 
provide, through its fl ex funding, the ability to offer the student a tutor, educational coach, etc.

3. Require enforcement and expansion of “Raise the Grade” provisions. See Section VI, infra

4. Explore development of school-based probation pilot program.108

V.  Addressing the Educational Needs of Court Involved, Detained Students 
     Improves Student Success

Detained students have a number of signifi cant challenges, detailed in the exhaustive 2010 and 2015 studies by Dr. Grig-
orenko and the 2015 report by School and College Placement Services.109 The School and College Placement Report, 
in particular, makes a number of very concrete recommendations, many of which we reaffi rm here.110  In addition, Con-
necticut’s Judicial Brach Court Support Services Division (CSSD) makes a number of recommendations in its July 2014 
“Raise the Grade Facilities and Programs Plan: Report to the Achievement Gap Task Force,” which we support and echo 
below.111  

1) Recommendations

In light of those challenges and identifi ed needs, we recommend the following steps, in addition to those identifi ed in those 
reports and sections IV and VI.:

1. For detained students who have been identifi ed as needing special education services, immediately notify the home 
school, the student’s educational surrogate or special education attorney and ensure that a PPT is held as soon as 
possible.

2. Require a timely collaboration between the detained student’s school district, educational surrogate or attorney if 
applicable and the detention center’s transition coordinator to perform the records review and educational assessment 

ity to support the student; f) not be a lawyer.  In other words, the educaƟ onal coach would act like many parents with resources do 
(enter students into relevant loƩ eries; check homework daily, make sure the student doesn’t skip school or misbehave; negoƟ ate 
with the school for extra help, enroll the student in extracurricular acƟ viƟ es; plan for future; secure extra help when needed) plus a 
liƩ le bit like a probaƟ on offi  cer and social worker, personal coach and mentor.  As for in-home mental health services, the educaƟ on 
coach needs to meet the student where they are (at home, if the family can be involved, or at school) – not wait for the student to 
voluntarily show up.
107   A draŌ  of this checklist has been developed by a subcommiƩ ee under the auspices of the ConnecƟ cut Court Improvement 
Project.
108   For a discussion of evidence of success from some school-based probaƟ on programs, see NaƟ onal Criminal JusƟ ce Reference 
Service, at www.ncjrs.gov.  
109   See Macomber, et. al, supra, FoundaƟ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on, “Report of the Analyses of the Datasets from the Con-
necƟ cut Judicial Branch, Court Support Services Division, and the ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on,” supra and School & 
College Placement Services, LLC, “Interim Report on EducaƟ onal ConsulƟ ng Services,” Under Contract #02-1327 with ConnecƟ cut 
Judicial Branch Court Support Services Division.”
110   Id. 
111   See ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch Court Support Services Division, “Raise the Grade FaciliƟ es and Programs Plan: Report to the 
Achievement Gap Task Force” (July 1, 2014)
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as soon as possible, so that the student is given appropriate work in detention.

3. Ensure that all detention educators have immediate on-line access to the electronic educational records of students in 
detention.

4. Require schools to create a mechanism to email or fax any detained student’s homework assignments well as any 
electronic versions of textbooks.

5. Develop a mechanism to capture and utilize detained students’ feedback about the quality of educational services in 
the detention center.

6. Require a public evaluation by an independent entity of the schools in detention facilities, with particular attention paid 
to the remediation of any outstanding issues identifi ed in the recent reports, and the Raise the Grade statutes; there-
after require evaluations every three years.

7. Provide access to comprehensive on-line credit recovery options, including any options the student was already using 
in his or her home school, and provide tutoring and support from educators at the detention school.112

8. Require school districts to immediately award academic credit for the work performed in detention, and ensure that 
students have a written copy of their credit and grade status upon release. 

9. Ensure that students who leave detention are able to immediately return to school and avoid any barriers or unneces-
sary further interruption to their education by appointing a CSSD educational liason for each detention center to check 
the youth’s educational status with the school district and youth within three days of release. 

VI.  Ensuring Educational Opportunity for those Committed to DCF as Delinquent, 
       including Cross-Over Students, can Address Educational Disparities

A. Students at CJTS, Pueblo, or Other Congregate Care Facilities

A relatively small percentage of students involved in the juvenile justice system are committed to the Department of 
Children and Families each year, and there has been a considerable drop in average length of stays in DCF facilities and 
institutions.  However, focusing on how best to improve educational opportunities and outcomes for committed students 
remains a central concern for fi ve reasons, as these students often represent the highest-need students in Connecticut, 
with the most complex educational trajectories and most extreme trauma and other challenges.  First, given their trajecto-
ries, these students require the greatest resources, expertise, focus, and interagency collaboration to educate.  Second, 
these students are at highest risk of grave outcomes if they are not provided excellent educational opportunity. Third, 
these students are by defi nition removed from the families and communities, meaning that the schools they attend re-
quire more rigorous oversight. Fourth, the intensity of commitment gives state agencies greater opportunity to help these 
students change course; indeed, many students respond well to school in very small, highly structured setting.  Fifth, the 
challenges above make it more diffi cult for these students to “sustain the gain” after transitioning back into their homes 
and communities, meaning that the state must work harder to make the transition systems robust. 

Historically, Connecticut had neither tracked nor required local school districts to report the academic performance of 
children in foster care or in the juvenile justice system.  This is changing with the Raise the Grade legislation passed in 
2013 and 2014, described in more detail below.  Although some data gaps remain, we know that youth in state care are 
often several years behind their peers in academic performance and score extremely poorly on standardized tests, when 
compared to state averages and even to the average scores in the under-resourced districts from whence they came.

112  Cf. Mastery-Based Learning, Guidelines for ImplementaƟ on, ConnecƟ cut State Department of EducaƟ on, (June 3, 2015) De-
scribing mastery-based learning opƟ ons for overage/undercredited students. Online at hƩ p://www.kidscounsel.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/06/mastery_based_learning_guidelines.pdf
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1) Recommendations

1. Rigorously enforce each of the specifi c Raise the Grade provisions, from agency planning for professional devel-
opment, standards-based curriculum and research-based instruction, to obligations to provide duties to proactively 
conduct individualized educational assessments and review records of all new students for possible special education 
needs. (Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec. 17a-64).

2. Extend the Raise the Grade pilot initiative (Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec. 17a-64) for another two years and expand it to New 
Britain and Waterbury to ensure that academic performance of youth in DCF and CSSD care is vigorously and appro-
priately monitored.

3. Amend the Raise the Grade statutes to include the following provisions, several of which have been adopted in other 
states: 

a. duty to provide timely notice to relevant parties of any decision to out-of-school suspend or expel a student commit-
ted to DCF and under juvenile justice supervision; 

b. development of practices that facilitate access by DCF-committed students and students under juvenile justice 
supervision to extracurricular sports and arts programming; tutoring and academic support services; summer and 
after-hours academic and extracurricular enrichment programs,113 including access to SAT preparation courses, online 
college courses, and assistance with Pell grants;114

c. a comprehensive evaluation by DCF, SDE, and CSSD of the effects of the Raise the Grade pilot program, including 
an analysis of what additional services would be needed to close the achievement gap for students in DCF custody or 
under juvenile justice supervision; 

d. affi rmative access to credit recovery and remediation courses, whether after school hours, or during school breaks, 
to any student committed to DCF or under juvenile justice supervision who is behind in credits;  

e. development of practices that facilitate family engagement in the education of students who are committed or under 
juvenile justice supervision, including regular teacher-parent conferences and “family nights” whereby students share 
their work with family members;

f. concrete development of  vocational and other career-oriented programming, including options for job-shadowing 
and internship opportunities post-release;

g. practices for tracking, reporting, and improving the recruitment and retention of highly-qualifi ed teachers; 

h. formalized surveying and inclusion of student feedback in teacher and program evaluations,115 as well as in student 
self-assessments and educational planning; 

4. Ensure that current educational stability laws apply not only to children committed to DCF for child protection reasons 
but also to children who are placed in out of home care situations by DCF or CSSD for juvenile justice reasons.116

5. Ensure that students have full access to their updated education records and a description in writing of exactly what 
remaining credits are needed to graduate. 

6. Invest in an electronic, web-based system for educational records for immediate access.

113   See, e.g., a recent statute in Iowa that requires districts to “[p]romote pracƟ ces that facilitate access by a child adjudicated 
under chapter 232 or receiving foster care services to extracurricular programs, summer programs, and credit transfer services” 2014 
Ia. Legis. Serv. 1091 (HF 2388) (West), Sec. 2. 
114   See hƩ ps://www.oregon.gov/oya/newsroom/OYAInNews/Picturing%20a%20new%20path.pdf (describing the Oregon Youth 
Authority’s program giving online access to college-level courses and assistance with Pell grants to students in long-term faciliƟ es)
115   The ConnecƟ cut Juvenile Training School (CJTS) does not survey students or parents specifi cally about their educaƟ onal experi-
ences at CJTS. Youth at CJTS do complete surveys in October and April of each year based on the performance based standards. One 
quesƟ on on the survey asks about aƩ ending school and a follow up quesƟ on asks about how helpful has the school been.
116   The current educaƟ onal stability law, Conn. Gen. Stat. § 17a-16 does not specifi cally encompass children placed in out of home, 
congregate care situaƟ ons, i.e. group home seƫ  ngs, treatment seƫ  ngs without schools, etc. for juvenile jusƟ ce reasons. An enƟ tle-
ment to educaƟ onal stability should be expressly extended to them, whether or not they are enƟ tled to special educaƟ on. 
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7. Prohibit out-of-school suspensions for students in locked facilities. 

8. Ensure access to college prep and post-secondary vocational options.

9. Establish  “reintegration” or “transition” teams,  to help youth plan for eventual reentry to school in the community 
upon arrival in the facility, and require such teams to ensure that the student: 

a. is immediately enrolled in appropriate courses; 
b. receives credit for all work completed; 
c. has access to all educational records; 
d. is not released to an alternative school unless there is parental consent; 
e. connects by phone with representatives from the new school before release;
f. is re-enrolled within 2 days of release; 
g. is greeted by re-enrollment or transition specialists (more below) on the fi rst day back; 
h. if receiving special education services, receives a PPT with relevant staff, at functional behavior analysis (and BA) 
plan, and Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) before the transfer;
i. if receiving behavioral intervention services in the facility, receives formal documentation of such services, through a 
Behavioral Intervention Plan, to take to the new school.

10. Conduct and publish rigorous, independent evaluations every three years of the educational programming in DCF and 
CSSD run or contracted schools, conducted by an independent expert.  Evaluations should address in detail each of 
the requirements of the Raise the Grade legislation and the recommendations above, as well as policies that support 
PACTT principles as set forth in “Building Brighter Futures,” Improving Academic and Career/Technical Education in 
the Juvenile Justice System, Juvenile Law Center, 2015.

11. Develop and pilot one high-quality “school” for students committed to DCF or under juvenile justice supervision, like 
the Maya Angelou school in Washington D.C., the Rancho Cielo school in California, or the Pace Program for Girls in 
Florida.

B. Re-Entry and Continued Support for Committed Students after Release 

Students often encounter signifi cant challenges in enrolling in school when they are released from secure facilities. Even 
if students are reenrolled immediately and receive full credit for their prior work and appropriate placement, challenges 
to reengaging them remain. If education in the community school was not working suffi ciently well before to prevent their 
delinquent behavior, the question remains, “What has changed?” 

1) Recommendations 

1. Appoint an Educational Advocate (with parental consent) for any student returning to the community from a juvenile 
justice facility; 

2. Empower the Educational Advocate to work with families to determine the educational supports that the student 
needs, based on educational history, evaluations, assessments, and the input of students and parents as to what 
supports they believe would be most helpful; 

3. Provide a menu of concrete academic supports based on national models, including tutoring, after hours programs, 
summer academic and enrichment programs, credit recovery, extracurricular support and attendance services. 

4. Implement all the duties of the reintegration teams, noted above.

5. Develop an educational “passport” so that students can enter school in the community immediately.

6. Develop an electronic educational record system.  

7. Designate a liaison in each school district to facilitate immediate enrollment for all juvenile justice involved students

8. Prohibit transfer of a student into an alternative school, unless that is the student’s “home school” and either a) the 
student is required to attend per expulsion decision; or b) the student and his/her parent or guardian expressly state 
that they want to attend the alternative school.
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9. Interview parents and students regarding their ideas of which supports would make them most successful on parole, 
and incorporate their feedback into new policies.117

10. Provide “wrap-around” educational services similar to those described in the JRB section above (i.e. tutoring, extra-
curricular and summer enrichment activities, education coach, etc.).

11. Consider implementing intensive schooling models from other states that are recognized by the federal Offi ce for 
Delinquency and Juvenile Justice Prevention.118 

12. Repeal the statutory provision119 that requires DCF to notify schools about the dangerousness of a youth who returns 
to the community.120   

2) Spotlight on National Model with Evidentiary Support

PACTT (Pennsylvania Academic and Career/Technical Transition Alliance) is featured as a McArthur Model of Change121.  
It involves working with community re-entry programs so that students released to the community continue their training.  
It also involves establishing connections with community colleagues and post-secondary training centers to continue tech-
nical skills training and certifi cation.  The key to its success are wrap around supports to continue the progress students 
have made when they return to the community. 

117   Parent interviews of ProbaƟ on clients: CSSD just modifi ed the parent survey in March. The survey goes out once a year and is 
scheduled to go out again in June. The survey is given to clients and parents of kids who have been placed on a period of supervision 
(4 or more months).  There are 2 quesƟ ons on the survey about educaƟ on: one for the parent and one for the client. See below.  We 
do not have the results of these surveys.
The ProbaƟ on Offi  cer worked with me to get my child the help they needed so they could do their best in school. (Select only one) 
○ Strongly Agree         ○ Neither Agree or Disagree           ○ Disagree         ○ Strongly Disagree
Did your ProbaƟ on Offi  cer talk to you about school? (Select only one)    ○ Yes             ○No
118   See Offi  ce of Juvenile JusƟ ce and Delinquency PrevenƟ on (OJJDP), Model Program Guide, available at: www.ojjdep.gov 
119   Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec.10-233k  NoƟ fi caƟ on of school offi  cials of potenƟ ally dangerous students. Provision of educaƟ onal records 
of children returning to school from detenƟ on centers. (a) If the Department of Children and Families believes, in good faith, that 
there is a risk of imminent personal injury to the person or other individuals from a child in its custody who has been adjudicated 
a serious juvenile off ender, the department shall noƟ fy the superintendent of schools for the school district in which such child 
may be returning to aƩ end school or was aƩ ending prior to the adjudicaƟ on of such determinaƟ on, prior to the child’s return. The 
superintendent of schools shall noƟ fy the principal at the school the child will be aƩ ending that the child is potenƟ ally dangerous. 
The principal may disclose such informaƟ on only to special services staff  or a consultant, such as a psychiatrist, psychologist or social 
worker, for the purpose of assessing the risk of danger posed by such child to himself, other students, school employees or school 
property and eff ectuaƟ ng an appropriate modifi caƟ on of such child’s educaƟ onal plan or placement and for disciplinary reasons. (b) 
The Department of Children and Families and the Judicial Department or the local or regional board of educaƟ on shall provide to the 
superintendent of schools any educaƟ onal records within their custody of a child seeking to enter or return to a school district from 
a juvenile detenƟ on center, the ConnecƟ cut Juvenile Training School, or any other residenƟ al placement, prior to the child’s entry or 
return. The agencies shall also require any contracƟ ng enƟ ty that holds custody of such records to provide them to the superinten-
dent of schools prior to the child’s entry or return. Receipt of the educaƟ onal records shall not delay a child from enrolling in school. 
The superintendent of schools shall provide such informaƟ on to the principal at the school the child will be aƩ ending. The principal 
shall disclose such informaƟ on to appropriate staff  as is necessary to the educaƟ on or care of the child.
120   See Center for Juvenile JusƟ ce Policy, Georgetown University, “Preliminary Report for the State of ConnecƟ cut DCF” (June 2013) 
at 23 (noƟ ng that this provision presents a “challenge,” that dangerousness is not defi ned, and that best pracƟ ce “would support the 
transfer of informaƟ on as an acƟ ve on-going part of transiƟ on planning and stability” and should “take place throughout the term of 
a parolee’s congregate care.”)
121   MacArthur Models of Change, 2012 (ciƟ ng increased graduaƟ on rates  in some PACTT areas and highlighƟ ng educaƟ onal suc-
cess as crucial to reducing recidivism)
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VII.  Ensuring Student Success Will Require Closer Interagency Collaboration

Implementing the recommendations above will require extensive interagency collaboration between SDE, CSSD and 
DCF. Various Memoranda of Understanding 122 and projects to share and analyze data represent an excellent start.123  

1) Recommendations

1. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF and DOC to work together to develop a data gathering and information sharing system to 
determine:

a. What percentage of students who touch Connecticut’s juvenile justice system graduate from high school? 
b. At what points in the juvenile justice system are students more likely to drop out? 
c. Are students more or less likely to graduate from high school as a result of juvenile justice involvement? 
d. What percentage of students who are involved in Connecticut’s juvenile justice system move on to post-secondary 
education or gainful employment?124

e. What do students think about the quality of education in the juvenile justice system and the services they need for 
future success?

2. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF, and LEAs work together to create a mechanism by which full educational records can be 
accessed electronically on a web platform, all educators and education-decision-makers can access such records 
in a timely fashion with one single parental consent, and students themselves have full access to their educational 
records, educational credit summaries, and a description of which credits they are missing for graduation (“the educa-
tional passport”). 

3. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF, and LEAs to work together to develop or adopt the same assessment tools, so that skill 
levels, education gaps, and progress can be measured accurately and effi ciently across systems.

4. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF and LEAs to work together on professional development specifi cally designed for educa-
tors who work with students in the juvenile justice system.

5. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF, and LEAs to work together on securing funding for education-related juvenile justice re-
forms and innovations from federal sources, private corporations, universities, and private philanthropic sources. 

6. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF and LEAs to work together to create the menu of educational support services noted 
above (including the “education coach”, tutoring services, summer academic enrichment, support for extracurricular 
activities, etc.) that would be made available to students at all stages of juvenile justice system post-assessment (de-
scribed above).

122   See, e.g. , Memorandum of Understanding between DCF and the ConnecƟ cut State Board of EducaƟ on (2014) and Memo-
randum of Agreement between the State of ConnecƟ cut Judicial Branch Court Support Services Division and the ConnecƟ cut State 
Department of EducaƟ on (June 2015).
123   One of the goals of the FoundaƟ on for Alliance for EducaƟ on work is to “create common data-sharing plaƞ orm accessible to 
SDE and CSD” See also MOU between CSSD and SDE.  CSSD currently has in the works various data collecƟ on and sharing plans.  See 
Email from Cathy Foley-Geib to Martha Stone, from June 12, 2015.  For more informaƟ on about inter-agency collaboraƟ on under-
way, see Cathy Foley-Geib (CSSD), Sergio Rodriguez (SDE), and Steven Tracy (DCF), June 11, 2015 PowerPoint presentaƟ on, “Raise the 
Grade Update” (detailing collaboraƟ ons).
124   CSSD reports that Dr. Elena Grigorenko of the FoundaƟ on for the Alliance for EducaƟ on will be conducƟ ng a study that address-
es some of these quesƟ ons.  
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VIII.  Improving Educational Opportunity: Top Four Action Steps from November 19, 2015 
        Presentation to the Juvenile Justice Policy and Oversight Committee

 

1. Address Chronic Absenteeism

a. Evaluate Connecticut-specifi c and national truancy reduction models and expand availability to highest feeder 
    schools

b. Eliminate absenteeism in congregate care facilities

c. Provide same school stability provisions for students in the juvenile justice system as exist in the child welfare
    system

d. Monitor the implementation of Public Act 15-225

e. Expand availability of tutors and educational advocates for youth served by CYFSCs and JRBs.

2. Address Unmet Special Education Needs

a. Evaluate the Educational Surrogate and ESS programs and expand if they demonstrate positive outcomes

b. Establish a quality assurance system to implement Raise the Grade provisions, including rigorous compliance with 
    Child Find obligations

c. Implement evidence-based education models (eg: AMI Kids, Pace Center for Girls)

3. Provide Concrete Academic Supports for Success, Especially during Transition back to 
the Community

a. Establish “reintegration” or “transition” teams upon arrival at facility

b. Appoint Educational Advocate or Educational Coach (with parental consent) for any student returning to the 
    community from a juvenile justice facility and enable the Educational Advocate to determine the necessary 
    academic supports

c. Provide a menu of concrete academic and vocational supports based on national models (eg: PACTT), including 
    tutoring, after hours programs, summer school, credit recovery, extracurricular opportunities

4. Increase interagency collaboration among SDE, DCF, and CSSD

a. Create a robust mechanism to solicit and incorporate student and parental feedback into individual educational  
    program decision

b. Improve data gathering, sharing, and research so as to create a dashboard of measurable benchmarks and 
    determine graduation rates and points in the system when students are most likely to drop out

c. Create compatible electronic databases for real time access of educational records and electronic “student 
    passports” that ensure students immediate enrollment in school when they leave the juvenile justice system

d. Require SDE, CSSD, DCF and LEAs to create a menu of educational support services (including education coach, 
    educational surrogate, tutoring services, summer school, credit recovery) for all students at all stages of juvenile 
    justice system post-assessment.
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IX.  Conclusion

Almost every adult in Connecticut remembers a time a close friend or family member committed a delinquent act in their 
youth. Every adult in Connecticut knows someone who has struggled socially or academically in school and who has act-
ed out as a result. And every adult in Connecticut knows a young person who has survived mental illness, trauma, or loss 
and who has struggled through the diffi cult period of adolescence.  

Indeed, the overwhelming majority of young people who break the law grow out of their misbehavior. And the overwhelm-
ing majority of young people who struggle in school or fi nd themselves in trouble do so because they have the safety net 
of adults – parents, teachers, coaches, neighbors, friends--- who help remind them of who they are, and who they can be.    

But unfortunately, some students in Connecticut do not have such a robust safety net. For these students, it is the duty of 
the state and community to construct or repair one– to make it strong and seamless enough to protect them against falls, 
big and small alike. The fi rst step is to treat these young people as the serious and talented students that they are --- or 
can become --- and to invest fully in their educations. For it is not the purpose of education to keep young people out of 
jail or to reduce recidivism. The purpose of education is to give young people freedom: the freedom to become their “best 
selves” – the creative, smart, thoughtful, hard-working community members they were meant to be.  
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