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1
Attendance—Not Another 

Competing Initiative

If you picked up this book on your own, you are probably already motivated  
to tackle absenteeism problems (or you just geek out on educational books 
like we do!). However, if your school or district asked you to read this  
book and implement the strategies within, you may be skeptical about why 
you should address chronic absence when faced with so many other pressing 
challenges, like defiant behavior or students failing courses and state tests. 
Teachers are faced with an incredible number of responsibilities and compet-
ing initiatives and priorities, so we need to ensure that our time is used wisely.  
This chapter answers the crucial question, “Why should I spend my time  
addressing chronic absence?” We hope that the research and other ratio-
nales provided get you excited to tackle attendance. Improving attendance 
can positively affect other academic and behavioral initiatives, so this work 
should not be viewed as a competing initiative. Rather, this complemen-
tary initiative will enhance other work you are already doing, with students 
more consistently present to participate in academic instruction and other 
class and school opportunities. We hope that you leave this chapter with the 
knowledge that your efforts to build a classroom culture of attendance will 
significantly improve student outcomes, your classroom, and your personal 
job satisfaction.

This chapter briefly summarizes current findings on the prevalence 
and trends in rates of chronic absence. It also provides information on the 
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10    •    Teacher’s Guide to Tackling Attendance Challenges

negative effects of absenteeism that are supported by research and that we 
have heard repeatedly from educators around the country. These negative 
effects occur for the student, the class and school, the families, the commu-
nity, and society. Skim this chapter for a broad overview and confirmation 
of why it is important to invest your efforts in addressing absenteeism. You 
may want to return to this content when you work through Chapters 4 and 5 
(“If You Want It, Teach It!” and “Partnering with Families”) as you determine 
what information to share with students and families. 

We provide citations for relevant research in this book in case they may 
be useful in advocating for a schoolwide or district initiative. You can also find 
more detailed descriptions of the findings related to prevalence and negative 
effects of absenteeism in Chapter 1 of this book’s companion resource, School 
Leader’s Guide to Tackling Attendance Challenges.

Prevalence of Chronic Absence Across the Nation
The U.S. Office for Civil Rights data set from 2013–2014 was the first to report 
nationwide absence rates. The data indicated that approximately 14 percent 
of the student population—over 6.5 million students—missed 15 days or more 
of school. While this threshold is slightly lower than the 18 days of absence 
(10 percent) across a traditional 180-day school year that is typically used to 
identify chronic absentees, it clearly indicates that far too many students are 
missing critical amounts of school. These data are also similar to previous 
estimates that 10 percent to 15 percent of students were chronically absent 
nationwide (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012).

While absenteeism is widespread across the United States, certain dis-
tricts and schools clearly experience increased rates of absenteeism. 

While some schools may have chronic absence rates below five percent 
of their student body, in 2013–2014, 500 school districts nationwide 
reported that 30 percent or more of their student body missed 15 or 
more days of school or more. Far too many students are missing critical 
amounts of school.

Though most researchers are careful not to definitively attribute a cause 
to this variability, the rate of poverty is the variable most strongly associated 
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with levels of chronic absence. Districts and schools with higher rates of pov-
erty, regardless of other demographics (e.g., urban, suburban, rural, race/eth-
nicity), are likely to experience higher rates of chronic absence (Attendance 
Works and the Everyone Graduates Center, 2017; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; 
Ginsberg, Chang, & Jordan, 2014). For example, in Utah, students from 
low-income homes (who received free and reduced-price lunch) were 90 
percent more likely to be chronically absent than students who were not from 
low-income homes (Utah Education Policy Center, 2012). When you consider 
the additional challenges that may be faced by students living in poverty 
(e.g., lack of reliable transportation or clean clothes, food insecurity, housing 
instability), the relationship between poverty and an increased likelihood of 
chronic absence is unsurprising. Two of the most prominent researchers in 
this field conclude that one of the most effective ways to help students out 
of situations of poverty is to get them to attend school each day (Balfanz & 
Byrnes, 2012).

Additional trends to be aware of include:

•	 Absenteeism is problematic for many students in kindergarten and 1st 
grade.

•	 Absenteeism increases throughout middle and high school.

•	 Chronic absenteeism is more prevalent for specific minority groups 
(e.g., American Indian and Alaska Native students exhibit higher rates 
of absenteeism across grades than Asian or white students).

•	 Chronic absenteeism is more prevalent for students with disabilities.

•	 Students who are highly mobile (foster children, children whose par-
ents do migratory work, students who are homeless) are some of the 
students most likely to have problematic attendance.

(Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Romero & Lee, 2007; U.S. Dept. of Education 
Office for Civil Rights, 2016; Utah Education Policy Center, University of 
Utah, 2012).

Brainstorming the Negative Impacts  
of Chronic Absence
Before you read the following sections on how attendance negatively affects 
students, classrooms, families, and communities, we encourage you to take a 
moment to brainstorm the negative effects of chronic absence on your own 
classroom and students. 
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12    •    Teacher’s Guide to Tackling Attendance Challenges

In facilitating trainings across the country, we find that most educators 
have already thought about some of the negative academic impacts that can 
occur for individual students. However, they may not have deeply considered 
the ripple effects that can occur in all parts of schools and beyond. Think   
about your students and what you have seen in your classes. Figure 1.1  
presents a chart that can be used to brainstorm the possible negative effects  
of absenteeism for students both inside and outside of school (column 1); 
the class—the teacher and other students—and school (column 2); and the  
broader community—parents, community, and society (column 3).  
Afterward, read the remainder of the chapter for a discussion of the negative 
effects highlighted from the research and testimonials from other educators.

FIGURE 1 .1     Brainstorming Negative Effects of Absenteeism

For the Student For the Class/School
For Parents/Families/
Community/Society

Inside school:

Outside school:

The teacher:

Other students:

The school:

Parents/families:

Local community:

Society:

How Irregular Attendance Negatively Impacts Students

Negative Academic Outcomes
Students who are frequently absent from school are more likely to expe-

rience negative academic outcomes. Even as early as kindergarten, students 
who miss 10 percent or more of the school year score lower than their peers 
on reading, math, and general knowledge measures (Romero & Lee, 2007). All 
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families should receive information as soon as their child enters kindergarten 
about the essential basic skills their child will learn in kindergarten. This 
information should emphasize that regular and repeated practice of skills 
like phonemic awareness, phonics, and vocabulary in reading and one-to-one 
number correspondence in math are critical to setting up students for suc-
cess. Even sporadic absences can cause their child to fall behind. If you work 
with kindergarten or 1st-grade students, you may need to make the effort to 
help families understand that their children are no longer attending day care 
and that ensuring regular attendance is one of the best things they can do to 
put their children on a track for success. 

Rethinking Kindergarten Vacation

A few years ago, I went to speak at a conference near Disneyland 
in February. My kids were one and three at the time. We decided to 
add a family vacation to the conference travel because Disneyland 
would be relatively uncrowded midweek during February. We had 
a wonderful time and had very few lines to stand in. I remember 
thinking, “Maybe we can do this every other year and make it a 
tradition.” Then I remembered that my son would be in kindergar-
ten in two years. I was presenting at the conference on improving 
attendance and had just spoken to a group of educators about the 
importance of consistent kindergarten attendance, and here I was 
thinking about taking my son out for a week for Disneyland! I real-
ized it wouldn’t be the right thing to do, even if it would be nice to 
beat the crowds in the off-season. We would just have to brave the 
lines during the summer or another school vacation time!

—Jessica Sprick

A few other academic trends to be aware of include:

•	 Early absenteeism predicts later absenteeism (Buehler, Tapogna, & 
Chang, 2012; Connolly & Olson, 2012; Ehrlich, Gwynne, Pareja, & 
Allensworth, 2013), and each successive year of chronic absenteeism is 
related to significant and compounded risk of reduced learning (Chang 
& Romero, 2008; Easton & Englehard, 1982; Erlich et al., 2013).
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•	 As students progress through school, those who are chronically absent 
have consistently lower GPAs and test scores (Barge, 2011; Ginsberg et 
al., 2014; Gottfried, 2010).

•	 Students with high levels of absenteeism are at greater risk for dropping 
out than their peers with regular attendance, and absenteeism is pre-
dictive of dropout beginning as early as 1st grade (Alexander, Entwisle, 
& Horsey, 1997; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 
2007; Hammond, Linton, Smink, & Drew, 2007; Neild, Balfanz, & 
Herzog, 2007; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).

Exacerbation of Social-Emotional Problems
When students fall behind in their classes due to absenteeism, this can 

lead to a dangerous pattern of increased frustration, negative behavior, and 
exclusion. Picture the following vicious cycle: A student acts out due to frustra-
tion with academic or social difficulties in classes. If it is serious, this behavior 
causes the student to be excluded from class and school activities. For many 
students, while they are out of school, they are not being taught the replace-
ment behaviors or skills that will help them be more successful in the class-
room. The student’s absence leads to further frustration upon the student’s 
return to class or school, which can then perpetuate the cycle of exclusion.

When Johnny Is Absent, It’s So Quiet!

We frequently hear educators say things like, “Have you noticed 
that the students with behavioral issues are the ones who are always 
in school?” This is often said somewhat wistfully, as teachers think 
about how quiet and orderly things would be if those students were 
absent a little more often. However, we want to discuss two import-
ant concepts that are embedded within this statement: 1) some 
students with behavioral issues attend school every day because 
school is a safe haven from other, more difficult aspects of their 
lives, and 2) while you may breathe a small and natural sigh of relief 
on days when students with behavioral issues are absent, remem-
ber that they always come back! When students return from an 
absence, they are typically a little further behind and a little more 
disconnected from school, which can in turn increase behavioral 
issues. With these two important concepts in mind, teachers have 
to work doubly hard to try to make sure that students with behav-
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ioral issues are in class every day. It’s also the only way to ensure 
they are receiving the necessary behavioral instruction, practice, 
and interventions necessary to help them learn more adaptive and 
prosocial behaviors!

—Jessica Sprick and Tricia Berg

Students who are frequently absent may find it difficult to build meaning-
ful connections with staff members and other students, and they may struggle 
to develop the behavioral and social-emotional skills needed to be successful 
in school and in life. When students are absent to avoid aversive situations at 
school—such as conflict with peers or staff, bullying situations, academic dif-
ficulties, or other uncomfortable interactions—they may not develop conflict 
resolution, resilience, and self-advocacy skills. They will learn over time to 
simply avoid uncomfortable situations by withdrawing and not showing up. 
Research also suggests that students who are chronically absent face increased 
alienation from classmates and peers (Gottfried, 2014; Reid, 1981). Friendships 
may shift when the student is frequently absent, as the student’s friends seek 
peers who are more consistently available. Peers may also resent picking up 
the slack for students who are absent when there is a group project or partner 
work or helping absent students catch up when they return to school.

Negative Behaviors and Activities Outside of School
Students who are chronically absent have higher rates of involvement 

in delinquent and other risk-taking behavior, such as drugs and alcohol, 
early sexual experiences, and gang activity (Dalun et al., 2010; Dryfoos, 1990; 
Farrington, 1996; Garry, 1996; Hallfors et al., 2002; Henry & Huizinga, 2007; 
Loeber & Farrington, 2000). They are also far more likely to experience nega-
tive outcomes later in life, such as involvement in the criminal justice system, 
poorer mental health outcomes, lower-paying jobs, and an increased likeli-
hood of unemployment (Alexander et al., 1997; Hibbett, Fogelman, & Manor, 
1990; Kane, 2006; Robins & Ratcliff, 1980; Rocque, Jennings, Piquero, Ozkan, 
& Farrington, 2017).

One of the greatest concerns with chronic absence that persists into high 
school is that students do not develop the habits of being present and showing 
up on time every day. Most employers indicate that dependability (showing 
up on time every day when not seriously ill) is one of the most important 
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factors in maintaining a job, and in some ways it matters more than a person’s 
natural talent. A lack of dependability can lead to serious negative outcomes, 
such as a lack of promotion despite one’s talents and abilities or even being 
fired. For example, a high school principal in Oregon told us that he tracked 
the job performance and attendance of recent graduates who entered the 
local job force. He found that students who had problematic attendance in 
high school continued to have problematic attendance in their jobs and had 
difficulty maintaining employment.

How Irregular Attendance Negatively Impacts the Class

Effects on Teachers 
We know how valuable every minute of instructional time is for you and 

your students, and that each moment of your prep time is precious. So, when 
students are absent and parents say, “Send home makeup work, and we will 
make sure she gets caught up,” we know that it is not always that simple! 
Makeup work requires significant time and effort to prepare if it is to provide a 
somewhat adequate level of instruction to make up for the missed class activi-
ties. You also have to put in extra effort to track different due dates for makeup 
work and ensure that the student is making sufficient progress after an absence. 
This is time that could be spent planning meaningful classroom activities. 

In cases where students and parents are not willing or able to get the stu-
dent caught up outside the class, you will need to spend class time catching 
absent students up to the rest of the class. In fact, numerous studies have found 
that when students are chronically absent, it slows down instruction for all 
students, and a significant amount of instructional time is lost (Blazer, 2011; 
Chang & Jordan, 2011; Musser, 2011; Nauer, White, & Yerneni, 2008). If stu-
dents who are chronically absent exhibit increased disruptive behavior as they 
grow frustrated, you will need to spend more time on behavior management, 
detracting from time to serve other students who regularly attend school.

Effects on Other Students
Instructional activities may become significantly more difficult when stu-

dents are frequently absent. We cannot overstate the importance of building 
a trusting class community in order to facilitate learning. Because learning 
requires people to be vulnerable and admit to themselves and others that they 
do not know everything, a certain level of comfort and trust with peers and 
adults in the learning environment is required. When students are frequently 
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absent, it is difficult to build this kind of trusting community. Students may 
be reluctant to be vulnerable, make mistakes, and attempt to learn. In classes 
that use partner and group activities, absences cause numerous difficulties. 
It may be a struggle to place the peers of absent students into new partner-
ships or groups without a loss of instructional time. You may also experience 
difficulties with classroom climate, such as peers who resent having to take 
over work for their absent classmate or struggles to maintain instructional 
momentum with groups.

We have heard educators frequently express concerns that peers observe 
the absenteeism of their classmates and worry about why their friends are 
absent. In other cases, peers begin to question why they need to attend when 
they see that their friends are frequently absent. This leads to a general deval-
uing of school and the importance of attendance. Many educators express 
concerns that absenteeism can be contagious—the more some students are 
absent, the more their peers will also decide that attendance is not necessary.

How Irregular Attendance Negatively Impacts Parents 
and Families, Communities, and Society

Effects on Parents and Families
For many parents, taking off work when their child is absent or sus-

pended from school is simply not an option, or they may experience signifi-
cantly increased stress as they attempt to adjust their schedule or find care 
for the student who is not in school. They may need to scramble to find an 
alternative caregiver, or in the worst-case scenario, simply leave their child 
unsupervised during an excused absence or suspension. Each of these situ-
ations can cause hardship on the family, especially when absences are fre-
quent. When a student is absent due to suspension, the relationship between 
parents and school staff can become adversarial. Parents may wish to support 
the school but are frustrated by the school’s inability to handle school-based 
problems at school. They may also be concerned about possible ramifications 
to their jobs and feel the school is placing an undue burden on them by sus-
pending the student from school.

Effects on Local Communities and Society
When students have excessive absenteeism, communities and society 

pay the price—via student delinquency and lack of job preparedness. Because  
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high rates of absenteeism are strongly related to students dropping out of 
school, any negative effects of dropout on communities and society can be 
associated with chronic absence as well. The estimated economic conse-
quences of dropping out of school are immense—averaging close to $240,000 
per dropout—resulting from lower tax contributions, greater reliance on gov-
ernment programs and assistance, and higher rates of criminal activity (Levin 
& Belfield 2007;  Maynard, Salas-Wright, & Vaughn, 2015; Rouse, 2007). 
Chronic absence is linked to crime and delinquency, and students who are 
chronically absent are more likely to use drugs and alcohol, have early sexual 
experiences, and engage in gang activity (Dalun et al., 2010; Dryfoos, 1990; 
Farrington, 1996; Garry, 1996; Hallfors et al., 2002; Henry & Huizinga, 2007; 
Loeber & Farrington, 2000). Because students are also less likely to develop 
necessary habits and attitudes for job performance, they are more likely to 
place a burden on their communities later in life as they struggle to acquire 
and maintain a job. 

■  ■  ■  ■  ■

Student attendance has wide-reaching implications for students, classes, 
and communities. In this chapter, we provided summaries of research on the 
prevalence of absenteeism in schools and the resulting negative effects. We 
also shared negative effects that, while not yet supported by research, were 
recounted to us by countless educators around the country as we worked 
with them to tackle attendance issues in their schools. This chapter provides 
the rationale and foundation on which to base your attendance initiative. The 
remaining chapters in this book will provide strategies and examples of how 
you can change the culture of attendance in your classroom.
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