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Chronic early absence: 
What states can do 
Connecticut plays a crucial role in helping its districts 
reduce chronic absence — beginning with younger 
learners.

By Hedy N. Chang, Charlene M. Russell-Tucker, 
and Kari Sullivan

Common sense as well as research confirm that showing up regularly to class 
is crucial to academic success. In fact, according to the June 2016 release of the 
first national data on chronic absence, missing too much school is a national 
crisis that affects more than 6.5 million students (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion Office for Civil Rights, 2016). 

Although the data show that chronic absence is more prevalent among high 
school students, a growing body of research calls attention to chronic early 
absence, in which students miss nearly a month of school. This serious chal-
lenge undermines educational opportunity for far too many of our youngest 
students, especially those from the most vulnerable populations. In elemen-
tary school, chronic absence is typically highest in kindergarten and 1st grade, 
pivotal years for gaining the fundamental academic and social skills students 
need to thrive in their school careers. Research shows that chronic absence in 
the early grades, sometimes even starting in preschool, can add up to weaker 
reading skills, higher retention rates, and lower attendance rates in later grades 
(Connolly & Olson, 2012). This is especially true for children from low-income 
families, who are more dependent on formal school experiences for their lit-
eracy development.

Unmasking early absence

Chronic absence (typically defined by researchers and a growing number 
of states as missing 10% of school for any reason whether they are excused, 
unexcused or due to suspensions) has been overlooked because, historically, 
we’ve failed to monitor the right metrics. In the past, schools focused only on 
average daily attendance or truancy (unexcused absences). Although average 
daily attendance tells us how many students typically show up every day, it 
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FIGURE 1.
Attendance rate and chronic absenteeism in eight Connecticut districts, 2013-14
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 Chronic absenteeism rate

doesn’t reveal how many or which students have missed so much school that they’re academically at risk. 
Even seemingly high average daily attendance rates can mask chronic absence, For example, a school of 
200 students achieves a 95% attendance rate if 10 students aren’t in their seats each day. But this doesn’t tell 
us whether the 10 empty seats reflect a range of students who each miss a day or two of school or whether 
those absences involve a small but significant minority of students who each miss nearly a month of school 
each year. 

 Consider average daily attendance rates for eight districts in Connecticut (see Figure 1). Even though 
the average daily attendance rates (shown in blue) hover around the same level, the chronic absence rates 
(shown in red) involve 10% to 25% of students. 

Detecting chronic absence also involves looking beyond truancy, which typically only refers to unexcused 
absences. Among young children, absences are often excused. More often than not, parents know young 
children are missing school and will call to explain why or send in a note. But even when absences are ex-
cused, they can add up to lower academic success. Especially among the youngest students, absences are 
often tied to health factors like asthma and dental problems or to learning disabilities and mental health 
issues related to trauma and community violence.

Finally, monitoring poor attendance among young students requires calculating chronic absence by grade, 
not just for the school as a whole. High levels of chronic absence in the early grades can be masked by the 
typically higher attendance rates of students in 3rd through 5th grade. 

A district’s success

The good news is that once communities look at their data to determine whether they have a chronic ab-
sence problem, they can use that information to develop effective solutions. Consider the experience of New 
Britain, Conn. When school officials first crunched their numbers, they discovered some startling realities:

• An alarming 30% of kindergartners and 24% of 1st graders were chronically absent — that is, they 
had missed 10% of the school year or more, or about 18 days.

• Nearly half of the district’s chronically absent students were in elementary school. In New Britain’s 
urban school system of about 10,000 students, that represented hundreds of students at risk 
academically.
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students reading at or above goal rose from 
43% in January 2013 to 52% in May 2013. 

Since that first year, New Britain has 
strengthened its work. Most recently, it has 
adopted a board policy and a district school 
attendance manual that institutionalize ex-
pectations in terms of policy and practice. For 
example, New Britain not only describes what 
teachers and principals can do to promote a 
schoolwide culture of attendance but also ex-
plains how school attendance teams should 
monitor data and organize a tiered schoolwide 
approach to reduce chronic absence.  This con-
sistent approach has allowed New Britain to 
further its gains in improved attendance. 

The New Britain experience illustrates some 
important lessons about what works to reduce 
chronic absence. Using data is a powerful tool 
for identifying where to target resources to 
improve student attendance. Building capac-
ity is essential to address the attendance barri-
ers facing students and to champion the work. 
New Britain demonstrates the effectiveness of 
a comprehensive approach that begins with 
prevention and positive attendance messaging 
and offers personalized early interventions be-
fore intensive case management or legal action 
is needed. Finally, New Britain’s experience 
confirms that addressing attendance is not a 
one-time inoculation but involves using data 
on an ongoing basis to identify and address 
the needs of students at risk because of poor 
attendance. 

Taking it to the next level: Connecticut’s 
story 

As New Britain was tacking chronic absen-
teeism, so was the state of Connecticut. The 
Connecticut General Assembly’s Committee 
on Children developed a statewide infrastruc-
ture, and the Connecticut State Board and De-
partment of Education adopted agency poli-
cies to address chronic absenteeism with state 
and local partners. This cross-sector collabora-
tion focused on the effect of chronic absence 
on the well-being of K-12 students, including 
their educational outcomes.

Connecticut leveraged policy and practice to 
inspire statewide efforts that reduced chronic 
absenteeism from 11.5% in 2012-13 to 10.6% 
in 2014-15, resulting in about 5,000 fewer 
students who were chronically absent. A five-
year plan — Ensuring Equity and Excellence 
for All Connecticut Students (Connecticut 
State Board of Education, 2016) — includes 
decreased rates of chronic absenteeism as an 

• Fewer than half of New Britain’s 
elementary students had “satisfactory” 
attendance — that is, had attended more 
than 95% of the school year.

Such troubling attendance data caught school 
district leaders by surprise and prompted them 
to reconsider their singular focus on truancy 
in the older grades and take action in the el-
ementary schools. With support from local 
philanthropy and assistance from Attendance 
Works, the school district put the following 
strategies in place:

• Professional development. Principals and 
school staff receive ongoing training to 
help them interpret attendance data, 
adopt best practices, and engage in peer 
learning.

• Actionable data. Every 10 days, the school 
district sends schools information on the 
percentage of students who are chroni-
cally absent, as well as a list of students 
with poor attendance so school leaders 
can intervene in a timely way.

• School attendance teams. Each school 
organizes a team to monitor the data and 
ensure that appropriate interventions and 
supports are in place.

• Home visits. The district secured a combi-
nation of state funding and philanthropic 
support to hire two outreach workers 
who conduct home visits to families 
whose kindergartners are chronically 
absent. This has now been expanded to 
preschool as well. 

• Parent engagement and communications. 
Schools actively communicate the impor-
tance of attendance through newsletters, 
daily interactions with parents, and a rich 
array of attendance incentives.

• Community partnerships. Community 
partners, ranging from the Department 
of Children and Families to the local 
Boys & Girls Club, offer supports 
at school sites and through a district 
Attendance Review Committee formed to 
avoid referrals to juvenile court.

As a result of these efforts, during the 2012-
13 school year, New Britain experienced a drop 
in chronic absenteeism in grades K-8 from 
20% to 13%, with the largest decrease in kin-
dergarten — from 30% to 18%. During this 
same period, scores on the kindergarten read-
ing assessments showed that the percentage of 

Chronic absence 
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higher rates of 
retention, and 

lower attendance 
rates in later 

grades.
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cut State Department of Education used its 
longitudinal data system to calculate chronic 
absence rates, which refocused state efforts on 
chronic absence rather than average daily at-
tendance. Regarding data use, states can:

• Use data to identify where high levels 
of chronic absence exist and generate 
reports by district, school, grade, and 
student population. Providing attendance 
data for all grades enables a focus on the 
crucial early years of learning, as well 
as on the important efforts taking place 
in middle and high school. Connecticut 
started by creating and distributing 
specialized chronic absence reports and 
now has made chronic absence data 
available online through its searchable 
data portal EdSight (http://edsight.
ct.gov). 

• Include chronic absence data in state-level 
reports. For example, Connecticut’s 
Committee on Children’s Results-Based 
Accountability Report Card includes 
chronic absence as a headline indicator. 
The data are updated and monitored for 
trends annually.

• Use data to present high-impact visual 
representations to make the case for 
focusing on chronic absence — such 
as the graph shown in Figure 1, which 
compares average daily attendance rates 
to chronic absence rates. 

Strategy #3. Cultivate champions to 
build a state-level infrastructure. 

Connecting strong and influential leaders 
to this effort is vital to creating a sustainable 
state-level infrastructure to reduce chronic 
absenteeism. To build leadership around the 
issue, states can:

• Make chronic absence a statewide 
priority. State legislation in Connecticut 
requires implementing an annual 
results-based accountability report card 
that evaluates state policies and programs 
affecting children. The Connecticut 
General Assembly’s Committee on 
Children facilitates implementation by 
way of a leadership committee composed 
of cross-sector, high-level leaders. 

• Mobilize committees and partners. The 
Committee on Children established a 
strategic action group around chronic 
absenteeism that disseminates promising 

outcome and will strengthen efforts to reduce 
the problem. 

Identifying what enables state government 
to pinpoint strategies at the local level and ad-
vance innovations statewide is especially im-
portant, given the requirements of the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The legislation 
requires reporting on chronic absence, consid-
ers chronic absence as an alternative quality 
metric for school improvement, and permits 
using Title II funds to fund professional devel-
opment to help school staff adopt strategies to 
reduce chronic absence. 

Six strategies that work

The Connecticut experience suggests that 
states are well-positioned to reduce chronic 
absence by engaging in six strategies.

Strategy #1. Build awareness.

The early work in Connecticut was to edu-
cate and inform a wide variety of audiences 
about the research concerning the effect of 
chronic absence on student well-being and 
future success. This included a spotlight on 
the effects of absences on learning for children 
in the early years and working with families 
to build their awareness of the importance of 
developing good habits for daily attendance. 
Leadership at the state level ensures that the 
issue of chronic absence is an essential ele-
ment in the state’s comprehensive efforts to 
support children and families. To build aware-
ness, states can:

• Convene a forum for legislators that 
highlights research on chronic absence 
and local success stories.

• Conduct presentations at both the state 
level (at commissions and task forces) 
and the district level (at conferences for 
school district administrators).

• Target outreach to a variety of stake-
holder groups, such as faith communities, 
nonprofits, health providers, and philan-
thropic community and social service 
agencies. 

• Leverage opportunities that reach new 
audiences, such as the Association 
of Children’s Museums National 
Conference. 

Strategy #2. Use data to promote 
action. 

Recognizing the negative effect of chronic 
absence on student outcomes, the Connecti-

Just the facts
Low-income students are four 

times more likely to be chroni-

cally absent than others, often 

for reasons beyond their control, 

such as unstable housing, unreli-

able transportation, and a lack of 

access to health care.

Read more: Present, engaged, 
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importance of addressing chronic 

absence in the early grades 

by Hedy Chang and Mariajose 

Romero. National Center for Chil-

dren in Poverty, September 2008.

www.nccp.org/publications/
pdf/text_837.pdf
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communities to maximize efficiencies in 
responding to the demand for technical 
assistance and support. 

Strategy #5. Identify and leverage 
bright spots.

Showcasing bright spots, like New Britain 
has done, demonstrates that chronic absence 
is a solvable problem. To spread the good word 
about reducing chronic absenteeism, states 
can:

• Uncover and promote best practice 
stories, including local policies and 
practices that are producing results.

• Create opportunities to share successes 
with other districts and communities 
through web sites, guidance documents, 
events, presentations, and peer-to-peer 
networking. Share success stories to 
leverage relationships with potential 
partners, funders, and local leaders.

• Use successful strategies to inform 
program design and funding decisions. 
For example, school leaders used New 
Britain’s strategies for reducing chronic 
absence in kindergarten and 1st grade to 
design a program model for a grant to 
address chronic absence in other districts.

Strategy #6. Foster accountability.

Accountability systems serve an important 
purpose by ensuring that all students are re-
ceiving a high-quality education. They track 
progress, help schools and districts improve, 
and show where support is needed most. As 
noted, ESSA now lists chronic absence as a 
quality metric and requires schools to report 
on it. As the following examples show, Con-
necticut is ahead of the curve:

• Connecticut recently launched the Next 
Generation Accountability System, a new, 
broader set of performance measures that 
gives a more comprehensive and holistic 
picture of how schools and students are 
performing. Chronic absenteeism is one 
of 12 indicators and includes all grades 
K-12 and is also measured separately for 
our most vulnerable student subgroup 
that includes English learners, students 
with disabilities, and students who are 
economically disadvantaged.  

• The guide, Using Accountability Results 
to Guide Improvement (http://www.sde.
ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/evalresearch/

new practices, promotes communication 
and collaboration among state agency and 
community-based partners, and reports 
to the legislature on statewide progress. 
As a key partner, Connecticut’s Office 
of Early Childhood ensures alignment 
of policies and practices for programs 
serving children in the early years. 

• Include chronic absence as a crucial 
item in the master plan. Connecticut’s 
lieutenant governor convenes a mandated 
council of state agency leaders to address 
a master plan focused on closing the 
state’s achievement gap. The council 
works to align efforts across education, 
early childhood, health, housing, child 
welfare, social services, juvenile justice, 
and other state agencies. Chronic absence 
is one of the key items addressed.

• Leverage nationally recognized entities 
to help in the work. Connecticut called 
on Attendance Works, Children’s Aid 
Society, and The Campaign for Grade-
Level Reading to support local efforts to 
reduce chronic absence. 

Strategy #4. Build capacity.

Building capacity and providing opportuni-
ties for districts and communities to develop 
strategies for reducing chronic absence have 
been essential to expanding the work at the 
local level. To build capacity, states can:

• Connect with networks, both 
education- and community-based, that 
are positioned to integrate strategies to 
reduce chronic absenteeism into their 
efforts to improve outcomes for children 
and families. 

• Use the networks to share chronic 
absence research, data, guidance 
documents, and other resources and 
supports. Venues for messaging can 
include meetings, workshops, peer-
to-peer learning sessions, and keynote 
addresses at conferences. All guidance 
should include strategies and best 
practices for grades preK-12.

• Develop a prevention and early intervention 
guide for grades preK-12 that offers success 
stories and concrete guidance on how to 
implement a comprehensive approach to 
reduce chronic absence. 

• Designate an attendance lead to 
coordinate efforts across the state 
education agency and with districts and 

Just the facts
Most school districts and states 

don’t look at all the right data to 

improve school attendance. They 

track how many students show 

up every day and how many 

are skipping school without an 

excuse but not how many are 

missing so many days in excused 

and unexcused absence that they 

are headed off track academically.

Read more: Chronic elementary 

absenteeism: A problem hidden 

in plain sight by Attendance 

Works. November 2011.

www.attendanceworks.
org/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2010/04/
ChronicAbsence.pdf
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using_accountability_results_to_guide_
improvement_20160228.pdf) provides 
information and resources related 
to every indicator, including chronic 
absenteeism, in Connecticut’s Next 
Generation Accountability System.

• In February 2015, the Connecticut State 
Board of Education adopted a resolution 
that requires districts to include plans to 
address chronic absence in their application 
for state Alliance District grant funds, 
which are intended to increase student 
outcomes and close achievement gaps. 

• State legislation includes an official 
definition of chronic absence, consistent 
with the research-based definition, 
and requires district and school-level 
attendance teams in areas where chronic 
absence rates are high. It also requires the 
development of a Chronic Absenteeism 
Prevention and Intervention Guide.

A solid investment

As state policy makers across the United 
States consider what steps to take to address 
chronic absence, they should keep in mind that 

Addressing 
attendance is 

not a one-time 
inoculation but 
involves using 

data on an 
ongoing basis.
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they don’t need to start from scratch. Rather, 
they can move more quickly by finding out 
what has worked for their peers, like Con-
necticut, and about approaches they can tailor 
in light of their own realities. By monitoring 
chronic absence in grades K-12 — and paying 
particular attention to the youngest students 
— states can address the needs of students and 
their families before they require more expen-
sive intervention and remediation.   K
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COUNTING FUTUREthe
Early Attendance Charts a Path for

Future Success in Mississippi Schools
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Chronic absence rates start high in kindergarten, decrease through 
elementary school years, and increase again in middle and high 
school. During the 2013/14 school year, 14% of kindergartners, 15% of 
8th graders, and 36% of 12th graders were chronically absent. 

Based on a previous report by Mississippi KIDS COUNT using state- 
and district-level data. The current report expands on these results by 
using student-level data to investigate the effects of chronic absence 
on student outcomes.   

Chronic absence rates start high in kindergarten, decrease through 
elementary school years, and increase again in middle and high 
school. During the 2013/14 school year, 14% of kindergartners, 15% of 
8th graders, and 36% of 12th graders were chronically absent. 

Based on a previous report by Mississippi KIDS COUNT using state- 
and district-level data. The current report expands on these results by 
using student-level data to investigate the effects of chronic absence 
on student outcomes.   

CHRONIC ABSENCE RATES IN MISSISSIPPI BY 
GRADE, 2013/14 SY4

Average Daily Attendance (ADA): Average number of enrolled students who attend school 
each day. In Mississippi, excused and unexcused absences are included in ADA.

Chronic Absence Rate: Percentage of students who miss too much school for any reason 
including excused and unexcused absences.  Reflecting numerous studies and the practices 
of a growing number of states, this report defines it as missing 10% of the school year (about 
18 days in a 180 school year).

Truancy Rate: In Mississippi, truancy is defined as the percentage of students with 
five or more unlawful or unexcused absences in the school year. The truancy rate does 
not include out of school suspensions.

MEASURES OF 
ATTENDANCE
MEASURES OF 
ATTENDANCE

School attendance in the early years is crucial for Mississippi’s students to achieve 
their full educational potential. Missing school during the kindergarten and first 
grade years may seem inconsequential. Some may believe that because children 
have a lifetime of school ahead, missing a few days here and there will have little or 
no effect on later achievement. Yet when kindergartners and first-graders miss two 
or more days of school per month, they are less equipped to read as third and eighth 
graders.1 As educators in Mississippi and across the nation work to improve student 
academic outcomes, it is important to examine the effects that early chronic 
absence can have on children’s later success.

Chronic absence is defined as missing 10% or more of a given school year.2 In a 
school year comprised of 180 days, chronically absent students miss 18 days—nearly 
one month of learning. An estimated 10% of kindergartners and first graders are 
chronically absent each year in America,3  but this number could be as high as 15%.1 
In Mississippi, 15% of public school students were chronically absent during the 
2013/2014 school year.4 National trends show high rates of absence in kindergarten 
and first grade, which drop in elementary school and increase throughout middle 
and high school.5 Mississippi students mirror these trends. The latest data released 
by the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) reveals that in 2013/2014, 14% of 
kindergarten students and 36% of 12th grade students were chronically absent.4

It is important to note that chronic absence is not the same as average daily 
attendance (ADA), which is the average number of enrolled students who attend 
school each day. In Mississippi, excused and unexcused absences are calculated 
using ADA. Each school’s ADA shows how many students are present each day on 
average, but does not give an indication of how many students are struggling with 
chronic absence. Therefore, even in schools that have 95% ADA, large numbers of 
students could still be chronically absent each month.6 In fact, among Mississippi 
school districts with an ADA of 95% or higher, over half have chronic absence rates 
greater than 10% and several as high as 13%. For example, even though Newton 
County school district had an ADA of 95%, 13% of its students were chronically 
absent during the 2013-14 school year. Chronic absence is not truancy, which is 
willful absence from school without adult permission.6 In Mississippi, truancy is 
defined as the percentage of students with five or more unlawful or unexcused 
absences in the school year. Truancy does not capture the percentage of young 
students who are absent with parental permission.
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MISSISSIPPI STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE/REDUCED
LUNCH WERE MORE LIKELY TO MISS 3 OR MORE DAYS
IN MONTH PRIOR TO TESTING8

source: NAEP Data Explorer

Eligible  Not Eligible

24% 15%

Low income students who often face multiple barriers (unstable housing, 
insufficient health care, unreliable transportation) are more likely to be 
chronically absent.7 According to results from the National Assessment of 
Education Progress (NAEP), a standardized test given every two years to a 
national sample of fourth and eighth graders, 24% of Mississippi students who 
were eligible for free and reduced lunch reported missing three or more days 
of school during the month of the exam, compared to 15% of students who 
were not eligible.8 Chronically absent students are more likely to be students 
of color.7 However, in Mississippi, this trend is reversed with 17% percent of 
white students being chronically absent compared to 14% of black students 
during the 2013/14 school year.4 Asian students attending Mississippi public 
schools have the lowest rate of chronic absence at 7% percent.

Attendance patterns exhibited early in the year often predict behaviors later in 
the school year. In 2014, the Baltimore Education Research Consortium 
reviewed attendance patterns of students enrolled in Baltimore city schools 
and found that students who missed between two and four days during the 
month of September were five times more likely to be chronically absent over 
the whole school year than those who missed fewer than two days.9 Students 
who missed more than four days in September continued to miss between six 
and nine days per month.9

For the first time, researchers at Mississippi KIDS COUNT used student-level 
data to examine whether these same patterns held true in Mississippi's public 
schools. Using longitudinal data provided by the Mississippi Department of 
Education, researchers found that students who missed less than two days in 
September had the lowest rate of chronic absence for the year (7%), compared 
to those who missed either two to four days (38.8%) or more than four days 
(77.1%). These findings suggest that attendance patterns in September set the 
stage for attendance for the entire year. 

It is important to note that students can become chronically absent in 
subsequent months. Challenges can come at any time of the year. In addition 
to tracking, monitoring, and intervening starting in August and September, 
schools should pay close attention to attendance patterns of individual 
students throughout the year. 
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PERCENT CHRONIC ABSENCE IN MISSISSIPPI BY DAYS MISSED IN SEPTEMBER, 2013/14*
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SEPTEMBER ABSENCES IN MISSISSIPPI SCHOOLS CAN PREDICT
ABSENCES FOR THE YEAR
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This figure shows the percentage of chronically absent students in the 2013/14 school year by their number of absences in September. High school students 
(9 - 12) generally had the highest number of absences in September, followed by middle school students (6 - 8), and elementary school students (K - 5). Across 
grade levels, students who missed less than two days in September had the lowest rate of chronic absence for the year (7%), compared to those who missed 
either two to four days (38.8%) or more than four days (77.1%). 
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2 to 4 days

5x
more likely 

Mississippi students who 
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2 to 4 days in September 
were  

more likely to be 
chronically absent for the 

year than those who 
missed less than two 

days.

5x



Encourage schools to pay attention to August/September attendance and even prior 
school year absences so that interventions can be implemented for students at-risk for 
chronic absence before it becomes problematic.

Create school attendance awareness campaigns to inform education professionals, 
parents, and students why attendance matters.

Cultivate community involvement in increasing school attendance through 
community-wide campaigns.

Address the need to help schools understand and use multiple metrics, not just 
average daily attendance (ADA) to gauge attendance statistics.

Support the use of student-level absence data to determine school absence statistics.

Develop a state-wide system to capture the reasons why students are absent.

This figure shows the percentage of 3rd graders who 
were proficient or above on the 2013/14 MCT2 
Language Arts assessment by their pattern of 
attendance during their kindergarten through third 
grade years. The blue bar on the far left represents 
the proficiency level of students who were never 
chronically absent during grades K - 3. The next bar 
represents the proficiency level of students who 
were chronically absent in kindergarten only. The 
following three bars each represent the proficiency 
level of students who were chronically absent in 
consecutive years through grade three. 

In recent years, there has been an emphasis on the importance of reading proficiency by third grade. By the end of the third grade, 
students should transition from “learning to read” to “reading to learn” to ensure future academic success. Third grade achievement 
is a predictor of high school graduation.10 In a 2011 study of students in two California counties, it was found that chronic absence in 
kindergarten and/or first grade is linked to lower scores on third grade reading and language arts tests.5, 11 While 41% of students 
chronically absent in either kindergarten or first grade were able to read on grade level in third grade, only 17% of students chronically 
absent in both kindergarten and first grade were able to read on grade level.5 Although the effects were not as pronounced for math 
achievement, chronically absent students scored lower on math tests than their non-chronically absent peers.11 

The same holds true for Mississippi third graders. When analyzing test score data from the Mississippi Curriculum Test, Second Edition 
(MCT2), Mississippi KIDS COUNT researchers determined that students who were not chronically absent in early grades (K - 3) were 
more likely to be proficient in third grade language arts than those who were chronically absent at some point between kindergarten 
and third grade. Over half (53%) of those who were never chronically absent during their K - 3 years scored proficient or above 
compared to 40% of those who were persistently chronically absent prior to taking the third grade MCT test. However, the results 
show that early chronic absence can have lasting effects on student achievement as even those who were absent in kindergarten, 
but no other years had lower proficiency than those who were never chronically absent (46% vs. 53%). 

When school administrators track attendance data early in the year, they are afforded the opportunity to intervene before students 
fall too far behind. Individual improvement plans can be developed, and parents can be made more aware of the importance of 
attendance. Community and parental engagement are essential in understanding that good attendance can positively impact 
academic achievement. Begun in May 2010, the Campaign for Grade Level Reading is one initiative aimed at increasing the number of 
children from low-income families who are reading proficiently by 2020 by addressing some of the barriers to success: school 
readiness, summer reading loss, and chronic absence.12 It is a collaborative effort of funders, nonprofit partners, states and 
communities from across the country. The city of Gulfport and Lafayette County are members of the Grade Level Reading Network. 

Across the state, school administrators and parents can work together to identify students at risk due to attendance starting from 
the very beginning of the school year and continuing throughout the following months. Using real-time attendance data will allow 
interventions to be developed before children have missed so much school that they are academically behind. Absences in the prior 
school year should also be studied to predict who might be at risk. With early identification and increased supports, all of Mississippi’s 
students have a fair chance to reach their potential and contribute to society. 

CHRONIC ABSENCE IN MISSISSIPPI IMPACTS STUDENT SUCCESS
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STATE

Is chronic 
absence a 
metric?

School Quality Indicator(s) 
for Elementary Definition of the attendance measure (if included) For what 

grades?

ARIZONA Y Academic acceleration and 
readiness

TBD K-8

COLORADO Y Reduction in chronic 
absenteeism

The unduplicated count of students absent 10 percent or more of 
the days enrolled in the public school during the school year. A 
student is absent if he or she is not physically on school grounds 
and is not participating in instruction or instruction related 
activities at an approved off-grounds location for the school day. 
Chronically absent students include students who are absent 
for any reason (e.g. illness, suspension, the need to care for a 
family member), regardless of whether absences are excused or 
unexcused.

K-8

CONNECTICUT Y
Chronic absenteeism, 
access to arts education and 
physical fitness

The percentage of students missing 10 percent or greater of 
the total numbers of days enrolled. The chronic absenteeism 
rate should not exceed 5 percent; therefore, full points will be 
awarded if the rate is  5 percent or lower. Conversely, no points 
will be awarded if the rate is 30 percent or higher. Rates between 
30 percent and 5 percent receive proportional points.

K-12

DELAWARE Y Chronic absenteeism The unduplicated number of students absent 10 percent or more 
school days during the school year.

K-12

DISTRICT OF 
COLUMBIA

Y
Chronic absenteeism, 
a mix of attendance 
indicators and school 
observations

Schools will receive points based on which of the two following 
measures they do best in:  1) percentage of enrolled students who 
were present/in attendance for 90 percent or more of enrolled 
days (the inverse of chronic absenteeism). - OR -  
2) the student attendance growth percentile for the median 
student at a school when students are ordered from lowest to 
highest student attendance growth percentile. The student’s 
attendance growth percentile measures how a student’s access to 
instructional time (the percentage of enrolled days a student was 
present) in the current school year compared with DC students 
who had a similar attendance rate in the previous year.

K-12

ILLINOIS Y
Chronic absenteeism, 
climate survey and an 
arts indicator

The definition of chronic absenteeism is being developed by the 
Illinois Attendance Commission. The proposed definition is 10 
percent or more of excused and unexcused absences in the prior 
academic year.

K-12

LOUISIANA N Interests and opportunities

MAINE Y
Percentage of students with 
consistent attendance

Percentage of students at a school who have regular attendance. 
(To be further defined and likely to be defined as missing 17 or 
less days)

K-12

MASSACHUSETTS Y Chronic absenteeism
Percentage of students missing at least 10 percent of their days 
in membership in a school (18 days or more in a typical 180 day 
school calendar).

K-12

MICHIGAN
Y

Chronic absenteeism and 
time spent in arts, library, and 
physical education

The K-12 chronic absenteeism indicator is calculated using 
all students enrolled in a school for at least 10 days. Chronic 
absenteeism is defined as missing at least 10 percent of a 
student’s scheduled enrollment.

K-12

NEVADA Y
Student engagement, closure 
of opportunity gaps and 
chronic absenteeism

The student engagement indicator consists of a measure of 
student chronic absenteeism and school climate and contributes 
to the 10 percent total index score. Chronic absenteeism will be 
calculated for all students missing 18 school days or more during 
the school year, divided by the total student population at the 
school.

K-12

NEW JERSEY Y Chronic absenteeism Percent of students who are not present 10 percent or more of 
their total enrolled school days.

K-12

NEW MEXICO

Y  
(over 
time)

Opportunity to learn surveys 
and attendance

The state will work with stakeholders to define chronic absenteeism 
with an implementation date of the 2018-19 school year. NM will 
use truancy for the 2017-18 school year.

K-12

NORTH DAKOTA N Student engagement

OREGON Y Chronic absenteeism

Percentage of students absent 10 percent or more of enrolled 
days. Oregon uses students enrolled on the first school day in 
May that have been enrolled for at least 75 days, which is about 
half of the school year from the first school day through the first 
school day in May. At the district level, Oregon looks at all days 
the student is enrolled in the district, regardless of school.

K-12

TENNESSEE Y Chronic absenteeism and  
out-of-school suspensions

Absolute performance: Percent of students who are chronically 
absent. Value-Added: Student-level comparison to measure 
reduction in chronic absenteeism for specific students who were 
chronically absent in the previous year.

K-12

VERMONT N Physical education and 
science

(*) This analysis is based upon the plans officially submitted to the U.S. Department of Education as of 5/27/2017. These plans can be found at  
https://ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/statesubmission.html. Use this link to see if your state has submitted a plan and if it includes chronic absence.  

This chart was made possible by the generous support of the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. June 2017.   
Find out more: www.attendanceworks.org/

Inclusion of Chronic Absence in State ESSA Plans (*)
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Leveraging ESSA’s New Accountability  
Requirements for Chronic Absence:  
Investment Recommendations for Philanthropy

Prepared by Attendance Works for the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, June 2017

The adoption of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)1 represents a sea change in federal education policy and, in our view, it also 
provides a high-impact investment opportunity for state and local funders focused on grade-level reading.  There are numerous ways 
in which GLR funders can support states in their efforts to plan for and implement the ESSA requirements. At the top of our list 
are investing in states’ adoption of chronic absence as the ESSA-required School Quality or Student Success indicator, promoting 
use of chronic absence data in school improvement and planning and ensuring publicly reported chronic absence data is easy to 
obtain and understand. 

What is Chronic Absence, and Why Does it 
Matter?
Children are chronically absent when they miss 10 percent or 
more of school in a year. There is robust evidence that chronic 
absence puts children at risk of school failure. Unfortunately, 
it’s a widespread problem. Nationally, more than 6.8 million 
students are chronically absent.2  It affects one out of ten 
kindergarteners and first-graders.3

Experience, common sense and research suggest that attendance 
habits are developed early. Poor attendance can be particularly 
harmful to young students, because it often sets the stage for 
poor attendance later on.  Even more worrisome is the fact that 
early chronic absence is more common among children who are 
most in need of the social, emotional and academic supports 
that schools provide. For low-income children, those with 
special needs, or those who experience other challenges at home, 
research shows frequent absences have a large negative impact on 
the timely acquisition of reading and math skills.

Why Should Philanthropy Support Inclusion of 
Chronic Absence in ESSA Plans?
Chronic absence is one of the few measures of School Quality or 
Student Success that meet the rigorous criteria4 for inclusion in 
states’ ESSA accountability rubrics. Chronic absence is a proven 
predictor of student performance. Consistent use of chronic 
absence data equips schools with the information they need to 
remove barriers to school attendance, to improve school climate 
and enhance student achievement. 

From a cost standpoint, school districts do not have to collect 
additional data if they choose chronic absence as an indicator. 
Districts currently collect attendance data, are already required 
to report chronic absence rates to the U.S. Department of 

Education, and must include chronic absence rates in state and 
local report cards. 

Chronic absence indicators offer other advantages to state 
education officials that philanthropy can emphasize, including: 

•	By adopting chronic absence as an ESSA accountability 
measure, states signal to schools and districts that this 
measure should be included in their needs assessments and 
school improvement processes. 

•	Schools can use chronic absence data to alert them to the 
need to address related, but harder to quantify, issues, such 
as poor school climate or youth and parent disengagement.

•	Chronic absence data provides a golden opportunity 
to connect early education with elementary school 
improvement efforts through transition planning and 
coordination because high levels of kindergarten chronic 
absence can be used to identify the need for greater 
supports in early childhood years.

•	By monitoring chronic absence, not just truancy 
(unexcused absences), districts and schools can shift from 
punitive, downstream interventions to prevention and 
early intervention. 

Investment Recommendations for Funders
Although states have until September 18, 2017 to submit ESSA 
plans, many have decided, or are seriously considering, chronic 
absence as an indicator in their accountability rubrics and/
or school improvement efforts.5 Regardless of their decision, 
ESSA requires that these data be reported on a biannual basis. 
The chart below uses Attendance Works’ key ingredients of 
change to offer guidance for tailoring investments to your state’s 
situation. 
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Attendance Works’  
Key Ingredients for  
Systemic Change

Summary of Investments to Consider if Chronic Absence is:

Adopted as an Indicator in Your 
Jurisdiction’s  

ESSA Plan

Under Consideration  
for  

Adoption

Reported, But Not Likely 
 to be Adopted  
as an Indicator

Shared Accountability

Publicize the inclusion of Chronic 
Absence and its value to school 
improvement. 

Provide materials about value of 
including chronic absence as a school 
quality metric, fund advocates to 
make the case.

Educate stakeholders about the value 
of chronic absence. Encourage local 
districts to hold schools accountable 
for improving chronic absence.

Actionable Data

Advocate for public availability of chronic absence data that is easily understood and disaggregated by grade level 
and student characteristics. 

Provide support to state to develop accessible reports and online sites.

Positive  Engagement

Support public messaging campaigns.

Disseminate research about chronic absence and its links to student achievement.

Highlight schools and districts that have worked successfully to reduce chronic absence, draw upon GLR pacesetters.

Capacity Building 

Invest in technical assistance and 
peer learning to promote adoption 
of research-based, positive, problem-
solving approaches to improving 
attendance. 

Fund opportunities for stakeholders 
to learn about how using chronic 
absence can improve achievement 
and how to build the capacity of 
educators to use these approaches.

Support development of school 
improvement and technical 
assistance materials about chronic 
absence and positive approaches to 
improving attendance. 

Strategic Partnerships
Convene schools, community partners and public agencies to review chronic absence data, to work jointly to adopt 
positive, problem-solving approaches to addressing barriers and to enhance understanding of the importance of 
regular attendance.

Local, state and national grant makers can also help to 
improve attendance by advancing the following: 

Build public awareness
• Support messaging campaigns to make it clear to 

the entire community that every school day counts. 
Posters, billboards, handouts and stickers will spread 
the word about the importance of attendance and the 
adverse impact of missing school. See the Attendance 
Awareness Month website for ideas and templates.

• Disseminate research on the impact of chronic 
absence and effective improvement approaches to 
thought leaders, philanthropic peers and education 
leaders.

• Ensure superintendents are signed on to Attendance 
Works’ Call to Action. Not only is participation a 
public declaration of support for regular attendance 

by district leaders, but it also ensures superintendents 
automatically receive resources via email.  

• Call upon the superintendents, school board 
members and mayors and other officials in your 
funding jurisdiction to form a coalition - or 
encourage an existing coalition - to spearhead a 
community-wide effort with partners, including 
early childhood organizations, to reduce chronic 
absence. Provide funding to staff the coalition’s work 
and messaging.

• Support dissemination of Attendance Works tool 
kits to grantees and other community organizations 
to ensure they are using effective methods for 
improving attendance.

• Provide support to reward successful attendance 
improvement efforts and/or to recognize good or 
improved student attendance.
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This brief was made possible with the generous support of the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 
We appreciate their support and acknowledge that the conclusions in the brief are those of the Attendance Works team.

Attendance Works is a national initiative dedicated to improving the policy, practice and research around attendance. Its website offers 
materials, studies and success stories about reducing chronic absence.

Sign up to receive updates at: http://www.attendanceworks.org/

Promote data-driven solutions
• Fund an in-depth analysis of chronic absence data 

that shows the prevalence of chronic absence and its 
patterning.

• Invest in research that demonstrates the local impact 
of chronic absence on student achievement and the 
cost-effectiveness of early intervention efforts to 
reduce chronic absence. 

• Publish a report card showing chronic absence rates 
and other data for local schools. Point to successful 
schools and districts and spell out strategies for 
reducing chronic absence. These materials can be 
especially important in districts where chronic 
absence data are hard to find or not well known.

• Support training and peer learning opportunities 
to help school staff and administrators use chronic 
absence data to develop effective attendance 
initiatives and strategic interventions.

Encourage grantees to use chronic absence data
• Use chronic absence data to inform your grant 

making. High rates can tip you off to a community 
in distress. Use the data to decide where to invest in 
childcare, early education and afterschool programs. 
Ask grantees applying for funding to use chronic 
absence to assess community need and consider 
funding grantees that focus on reducing chronic 
absence.

• Use chronic absence as an accountability metric for 
your grantees. Where appropriate, chronic absence 
rates can also be a yardstick for measuring grantee 
results.

The key to reducing chronic absence is making 
investments that build the capacity of key stakeholders 
to use quantitative and qualitative data to craft and 
implement strategies that draw upon lessons learned from 
other places while responding to the particular challenges, 
assets and opportunities for action found in their own 
communities. 

1   The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (2015) reauthorized the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act and replaced the No Child Left Behind Act. ESSA gives states 
the power to set their own accountability standards within the legal parameters described in the law. One new requirement is that states define and measure school quality or 
student success. ESSA also requires that states report chronic absence, and allows federal spending on training to reduce absenteeism. Final plans are due to the U.S. Department 
of Education for review and approval on September 18, 2017. 

2  Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education, First Look Report PDF (770K) (issued June 7, 2016; updated October 28, 2016). 
3   Chang, Hedy; Romero, Mariajose, Present, Engaged and Accounted For: The Critical Importance of Addressing Chronic Absence in the Early Grades, National Center for 

Children in Poverty: NY, Sept. 2008.
4   ESSA indicators must be applicable to every student; be possible to disaggregate; be comparable across school districts; be able to distinguish differences in performance among 

schools; be valid and reliable; and have a proven impact on achievement.
5  See submitted plans: https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/statesubmission.html.
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PRESENT COUNTINGand
A Look at Chronic Absenteeism 
in Mississippi Public Schools

A good attendance record can mean much more than a handshake and a certificate presented at the end of the school year assembly. In 
the early years, it can be a predictor of student success for grade level reading and a precursor for drop-out prevention. Yet an estimated 
one in five U.S. students miss a month of school per year.1 Missing three or more days per month can set students back one to two full 
years of learning behind their peers.2

 
Measuring absenteeism can be difficult since there are varying ways to track attendance. Chronic absenteeism is defined as missing ten 
percent or more of the academic year for any reason, including excused and unexcused absences, suspensions and time missed due to 
changing schools.3 Based on a 180 day school year, that means a student would miss about 18 days per year. This differs from Average 
Daily Attendance (ADA), which reveals how many students on average show up each each day, not how many students who have 
accumulated so many absences that they are academically at risk. According to Attendance Works, schools typically focus on ADA and 
may mistakenly assume that a high ADA is an indicator of healthy attendance.  However, even in a school of 200 students with a 95 
percent ADA, 60 students (30%) could miss 18 or more days over the course of the school year.4 In order to effect academic change, 
attention must be paid to those students who are missing two or more days of important instruction time per month.

15%

MISSISSIPPI STUDENTS CHRONICALLY
ABSENT, 2013/14 SYNationwide, it is estimated that the rate of chronic absenteeism could be as much 

as 10 to 15 percent each year.5 That means 5 to 7.5 million students could be missing 
too much school. Here in Mississippi, 15 percent of Mississippi public school students 
(74,299) were chronically absent during the 2013/14 school year.6 Absentee rates 
were high in kindergarten (14%), tapered off in early elementary years, and increased 
steadily throughout middle school and high school. The highest was 36 percent in 
grade 12. Using data provided by the Mississippi Department of Education,
researchers at Mississippi KIDS COUNT compared average daily attendance 
percentages to those of chronic absence in 152 of the state’s school districts.6 

Despite an overall state ADA average of 93 percent, there were still 130 school 
districts with at least ten percent of their students chronically absent and 11 
districts with 20 percent or more. (For a detailed look at each school district, go to 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/MS) 

MEASURES OF ATTENDANCE

Average Daily Attendance (ADA): Average number of enrolled students who attend school each day. In Mississippi, excused and unexcused 
absences are calculated in the ADA.

Chronic Absence Rate: Percentage of students who missed 10 percent or more of the school year, including excused and unexcused 
absences (about 18 days in a 180-day school year). This threshold is an empirically supported indicator of whether a student is at 
academic risk due to absenteeism. 

Truancy Rate: In Mississippi, truancy is defined as the percentage of students with five or more unlawful or unexcused absences in the 
school year. The truancy rate does not include out of school suspensions.

source: Mississippi Department of Education, 2013/14 school year



An analysis of national testing data released in August 2014 confirmed the 
correlation between high absenteeism rates and lower scores on national 
standardized tests. Researchers looked at reading and math scores from the 2013 
National Assessment for Education Progress (NAEP), a standardized test given 
every two years to a sample of fourth and eighth graders in all 50 states. NAEP 
also asks students to respond to a number of non-academic questions including 
how many days they had missed school during the month before the exam which 
is typically given between January and March. For purposes of the study, 
researchers defined poor attendance as missing three or more days in that 
period. In every state, students with absences scored lower than their peers with 
better attendance. In Mississippi, 21 percent of the students taking the NAEP 
tests reported they had missed three or more days in the prior month.2 Those 
who had missed no days during that period averaged 213 on the fourth grade 
NAEP reading test, while their peers who had missed one to two days scored 207, 
and three or more days, 201.9 That makes a twelve point difference in NAEP 
scores. Researchers estimate that ten points on the NAEP scale is the equivalent 
of one grade worth of skills.2

The academic consequences of chronic absenteeism cross socioeconomic lines. 
Lack of access to health care, housing insecurity and unreliable transportation 
are a few of the reasons that children living in poverty may be chronically absent 
in the school year.3 When they miss class instruction time, they are more likely to 
suffer academically because their families often lack the resources to help them
make up for lost classroom time. But children in poverty are not the only ones 
affected by chronic absenteeism here in Mississippi. In fact, four of the ten school 
districts with the highest chronic absence percentages are located in school 
districts that have poverty rates below the 32 percent state average.6 

When schools and communities look beyond average daily attendance records 
and begin to delve into individual student attendance, positive results will occur. 
Data is key in identifying students who are at risk for poor attendance, and the 
earlier in the year the students are identified the better their chances are for 
success. Schools can then partner with parents and communities to support an 
environment where attendance is recognized as an indicator for future success in 
the K-12 environment and beyond.    
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While it’s obvious that students don’t learn as much if they are missing school, 
many of us don’t realize how many students are at risk academically in the early 
grades due to absenteeism. A 2011 California study revealed that absences in the 
early years can negatively impact third-grade reading proficiency. Seventeen 
percent of students who were chronically absent in both kindergarten and first 
grade were reading proficiently in third grade, compared to 64 percent of those 
with good attendance.7 Another study by Chang and Romero in 2008 says that 
chronic absence in kindergarten predicts the lowest levels of education 
achievement at the end of fifth grade.8 An estimated one in ten kindergarten and 
first-grade students nationally are chronically absent.9 In Mississippi, nearly one in 
eight (12%) kindergarteners and first-graders were chronically absent in the 
2013/14 school year.6
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Chronic absence rates start high in kindergarten, decrease 
through elementary school years, and increase again in middle 
and high school. During the 2013/14 school year, 14% of
kindergarteners, 15% of 8th graders, and 36% of 12th graders were 
chronically absent. 

Build public awareness of why chronic absence matters

Adopt a standard definition of chronic absence (missing 10 percent of school for any 
reason) to be used statewide and by each school district

Identify students who are considered at-risk for chronic absence based on 
attendance the previous year or within the first two months of the school year

Urge districts to provide families with real-time attendance data along with an 
action plan for improvement

Develop a plan within the schools and communities to provide support to students 
and families

ADDRESSING
THE PROBLEM

MISSISSIPPI STUDENTS WHO WERE ELIGIBLE 
FOR FREE/REDUCED LUNCH WERE MORE LIKELY 
TO MISS 3 OR MORE DAYS

source: Mississippi Department of Education, 2013/14 school year

source: NAEP Data Explorer
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Introduction

In Connecticut, 50,376 students were chronically absent from school during the 2015-16 school year. This 
represents 9.6 percent of all students in Connecticut public schools, and the rates are significantly higher in 
many communities. 

On July 7, 2015, Governor Dannel P. Malloy signed Public Act 15-225, An Act Concerning Chronic Absence. 
Section 3 of that act requires the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE), in consultation with the 
Interagency Council for Ending the Achievement Gap, to develop chronic absenteeism prevention and interven-
tion guidance for use by local and regional boards of education. This guide is designed to meet and expand on the 
intent of the legislation. It provides a framework that local and regional school district administrators can use to 
strategically plan and implement preventions and interventions that will lead to the reduction of chronic absence in 
prekindergarten through Grade 12 within their districts. Although parents are key partners in reducing chronic ab-
sence, they are not the primary audience for this guide. This guide does provide messaging tools that school district 
administrators can use to educate and engage parents regarding the importance of good attendance. 

The Connecticut State Department of Education has worked with Attendance Works, a national expert on chronic 
absence, and consulted with key state and local stakeholders in the creation of this guidance. The guide offers links 
to national resources, tools, and strategies. All resources from Attendance Works are available for schools and dis-
tricts to download and customize at no charge.

The guide provides answers to the following questions: 

• What is chronic absence? 

• Why are students chronically absent?

• Why is chronic absence an important issue for Connecticut? 

• How do we know if chronic absence is affecting learning in our district?

• What can a district do to improve attendance? 

• Who else can be involved with reducing chronic absence? 

Absences Add Up!

Chronic absence is defined as missing 10 percent or more of days of school for any reason, including all absences, 

excused, unexcused, and disciplinary. Being chronically absent has a significant impact on a student’s ability to 

read at grade level, perform academically, and graduate on time. 

https://www.cga.ct.gov/2015/ACT/pa/pdf/2015PA-00225-R00SB-01058-PA.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org


Reducing Chronic Absence in Connecticut’s Schools 2

What is chronic absence?

Chronic absence is defined as missing 10 percent or 
greater of the total number of days enrolled during the 
school year for any reason. It includes both excused, 
unexcused, out-of-school suspensions, and in-school 
suspensions that last more than one-half of the school 
day. For example, a student who has been enrolled for 
the first 30 school days at the beginning of the school 
year and has been absent three of those days is chron-
ically absent. 

Chronic Absence vs. Truancy

Chronic absence is different from truancy (missing too 
much school without permission) as well as average 
daily attendance (a school-level measure, not a student-
level indicator, for how many students are typically in 
attendance at school each day). 

Chronic absence and truancy are not interchangeable 
terms. They describe different aspects of the 
absenteeism problem and require different approaches. 
Truancy is a term that generally refers to unexcused 
absences. Connecticut General Statutes (C.G.S.) 
Section 10-198a (b)(1) and (2) defines truancy as four 
unexcused absences in one month or 10 unexcused 
absences in a school year. Responses to truancy are 
usually about school rule compliance and can lead to 
court intervention. 

For more detail on determining if an absence is 
excused or unexcused, download the CSDE guidance 
document for excused and unexcused absences.

Chronic absence, on the other hand, incorporates all 
absences: excused, unexcused absences, and suspen-
sions and expulsions served. By monitoring chronic 
absence, the focus is on the academic consequences 
of lost instructional time and on preventing absences 
before students fall behind in school. It is an early indi-
cator that a student may fall behind in the classroom. 

Counts only unexcused absences.

Emphasizes compliance with school rules.

Relies on legal and administrative solutions.

Counts all absences: excused,
unexcused, and suspensions.

Emphasizes academic impact of missed days.

Uses community-based, positive strategies.

VS.

TRUANCY

CHRONIC ABSENCE

Student Attendance Rate =

Student’s Total Days of Attendance

Student’s Total Days of Membership*

*  Student’s Total Days of Membership equals the number of instructional days a student has been enrolled in the 
current school for the current school year.

Just two days per month can lead to 
chronic absence.

10% of a school year = 18 days of absence 
= two days per month.

DID  YOU KNOW??

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/publications/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/publications/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_168.htm#sec_10-198b
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Definitions

Effective July 1, 2015, Public Act 15-225, An Act Concerning Chronic Absence, and codified in C.G.S. Section 
10-198c, enacted the following definitions: 

Chronically absent means a child enrolled in a school under the jurisdiction of a local or regional board of ed-
ucation whose total number of absences, at any time during a school year, is equal to or greater than 10 percent 
of the total numbers of days a student is enrolled during such school year.

Absence means an excused absence, unexcused absence, or disciplinary absence, defined by the State Board of 
Education (see below), or an in-school suspension that is greater than or equal to one-half of a school day.

The Connecticut State Board of Education policy states:

 A student is considered to be “in attendance” if present at his/her assigned school, or an activity sponsored 
by the school (e.g., field trip), for at least half of the regular school day. Students are absent when serving 
an out-of-school suspension or expulsion. 

According to this policy, a student who is not “in attendance” is considered absent. The definitions of excused and 
unexcused absences apply only to those absences that meet the standards of the State Board of Education guidance 
on excused and unexcused absences. For example, the definitions do not apply to tardy students (i.e., those late for 
school but who would be considered as “in attendance” according to the above policy). 

Truant – according to C.G.S. Section 10-198a, a “truant” is a student who has four unexcused absences in a 
month (period of time, not specific months named in a calendar) or 10 unexcused absences in a school year.
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M T W TH FM T W TH F
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Why We May Not Notice Chronic Absence

Absences Add up
Chronic Absence = 18 days of absence = 2 days a month

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/publications/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/publications/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_168.htm#sec_10-198a
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Why are students chronically absent?

Research has shown that the reasons why students are chronically absent fall into four categories: (1) myths and 
misperceptions about attendance; (2) barriers to attendance; (3) aversion to school; and (4) disengagement from 
school (Attendance Works, 2014). 

Districts and individual schools will need to “unpack” their data and work closely with families and students to 
determine why students are absent. Communicating in a culturally relevant manner with parents around the myths 
and perceptions about attendance is essential so that they can become partners with school district efforts to improve 
attendance. 

 (Attendance Works, 2014)

Resources:

Breaking Barriers to Attendance, Attendance Works

In School and On Track: A toolkit on “How to talk to parents of elementary school students about their children’s 
absences,” California Attorney General and Ad Council

The Attendance Imperative: How States Can Advance Achievement by Reducing Chronic Absence, Attendance Works

Understanding the Factors Contributing to Chronic Absence in Your School, Attendance Works

Myths Barriers Aversion Disengagement

Absences are only a 
problem if they are 
unexcused

Okay to miss a day 
here or there

Attendance only 
matters in the later 
grades

PK and K are seen as 
daycare, not learning

Chronic disease 
(asthma) or lack of 
health/dental care

Caring for siblings
or other family 
members

Unmet basic needs: 
transportation, 
housing, food, 
clothing, etc.

Trauma

Feeling unsafe 
getting to school

Academic or 
social struggles

Being teased
or bullied

Poor school climate 
or unsafe school

Parents had 
negative school 
experience

Lack of engaging 
and relevant 
instruction

Peer pressure to be 
with peers out of 
school vs. in school

No meaningful 
relations with adults 
in school

High suspension 
rates and 
disproportionate 
school discipline

Absences are only a 
problem if they are 
unexcused

Okay to miss a day 
here or there

Attendance only 
matters in the later 
grades

PK and K are seen as 
daycare, not learning

Academic or 
social struggles

Being teased
or bullied

Poor school climate
or unsafe school

Parents had
negative school 
experience

Chronic disease 
(asthma) or lack of 
health/dental care

Caring for siblings
or other family 
members

Unmet basic needs: 
transportation, 
housing, food, 
clothing, etc.

Trauma

Feeling unsafe 
getting to school

Lack of engaging 
and relevant 
instruction

Peer pressure to be 
with peers out of 
school vs. in school

No meaningful 
relations with adults 
in school

High suspension 
rates and 
disproportionate 
school discipline

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/BreakingBarrierstoattendance.pdf
http://oag.ca.gov/truancy/toolkit
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/AAM-Policy-Brief-091214-2.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/ID-Cont-Factors-DEC-2010-.pdf
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Why is chronic absence an important issue 
for Connecticut? 

National research shows that at every age and every 
stage, chronic absenteeism erodes the academic and 
social skills needed to succeed in school. Children 
living in poverty are more likely to be chronically 
absent at a young age because of challenges such as a 
lack of access to health care, housing insecurity, and 
unreliable transportation. They are also more likely 
to suffer academically from those missed days be-
cause their families often lack the resources to make 
up for lost time (Ready, 2016).

Being chronically absent significantly affects a stu-
dent’s ability to read at grade level, perform aca-
demically, and graduate on time. Children who are 
chronically absent in both kindergarten and first 
grade are much less likely to read proficiently by the 
end of third grade (Campaign for Grade Level Read-
ing and Attendance Works, 2014). By sixth grade, 
chronic absence is a key early indicator of dropout 
from high school (Baltimore Education Research 
Consortium, 2011). By ninth grade, attendance 
may be a better indicator of dropout than eighth-
grade test scores (Allensworth, 2014). The following 
table displays attendance in grade 9 and graduation 
in four years by meal eligibility in 2014-15.

According to CSDE data, 50,376 students were chronically absent from school during the 2015–16 school year. This 
is just under 1 out of 10 of all students in Connecticut public schools. Some other facts:

• Chronic absence rates are significantly higher in urban districts.

• Chronic absence rates for students eligible for free meals are more than three times that of those who
are ineligible for lunch subsidies.

• Chronic absence rates for both Black/African American and Hispanic or Latino students are more than
two times that of White students.

• English learners and Students with Disabilities* continue to exhibit substantially higher chronic
absenteeism rates when compared with their general education peers.

*  For the purposes of reporting, CSDE defines students with disabilities as any student receiving special
education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). This subgroup does not include
students receiving services under Section 504.

DID YOU KNOW??

Source: Connecticut State Department of Education, 
Performance Office, 2014

Impact of Ninth-Grade Attendance on Four-Year 
Graduation Rates by Economic Status (Free Meal 

Eligibility) 2014-15 Cohort
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When chronic absence is widespread, it can affect teaching and learning for the whole class. Teachers must deal with 
classroom churn and continually play catch up for a different group of students and help students learn material 
covered during their absences. Research from Urban Education shows that chronic absenteeism has a damaging 
effect on students missing excessive school days, but also has the potential to reduce outcomes for others in the same 
educational setting (Attendance Works, 2014).

Finally, if chronic absence reaches high levels in a school, it can be an indication of systematic challenges within 
neighborhoods that create barriers to going to school. These can include unstable housing, unreliable transporta-
tion, community violence, environmental hazards, or a lack of access to health care. Other times, high absenteeism 
rates can point to problems with the school itself: ineffective instruction, high rates of teacher turnover, a poor 
school climate, and ineffective school discipline. (Attendance Works, 2014).

Resources:

• EdSight, CSDE’s online data portal

• Next Generation Accountability System for Districts and Schools, CSDE Performance Office

http://edsight.ct.gov/SASPortal/main.do
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2683&Q=334346
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How do we know if chronic absence is affecting 
learning in our district?

Determining the scope and scale of chronic absence in districts requires using attendance data to calculate chronic 
absence rates. Districts and schools should use real time local attendance data from their longitudinal student data 
system on a regular basis as an early indicator. The CSDE collects data annually and has developed systems to gen-
erate data and indicate progress by district and school.

In 2016, the CSDE launched the Next Generation Accountability System for Districts and Schools. This new system 
contains a broad set of 12 indicators that help tell the story of how well a school is preparing its students for success 
in college, careers, and life. It moves beyond test scores and graduation rates and instead provides a more holistic, 
multifactor perspective of district and school performance and incorporates student growth over time. One of the 12 
indicators measures chronic absenteeism. The system generates reports at the district and school level.

In addition, the CSDE has developed EdSight, an online data portal that allows for chronic absence to be disaggre-
gated by race, gender, grade, English learners, disability, and low-income statuses. This website provides aggregate 
trend data for schools and districts, including relevant information on students, educators, and instruction. Import-
ant links on this portal also include the Next Generation Accountability Results and school and district Profile and 
Performance Reports.

Local school and district data systems should ensure accuracy of tracking attendance. The Public School Infor-
mation System (PSIS) Reference Guide provides guidance for reporting attendance in appendix G. The CSDE 
Guidelines for Excused and Unexcused Absences provides definitions for “excused” and “unexcused” absences and 
guidance for determining truancy. 

Definitions

District chronic absenteeism rate means the total number of chronically absent students (K-12) under the 
jurisdiction of a local or regional board of education in the previous school year divided by the total number of 
students under the jurisdiction of such board for such school year. All absences, whether excused, unexcused, or 
resulting from suspensions, count when determining a chronic absence rate. 

School chronic absenteeism rate means the total number of chronically absent students (K-12) for a school in 
the previous school year divided by the total number of students enrolled in such school for such school year. 
All absences, whether excused, unexcused, or resulting from suspensions, count when determining a chronic 
absence rate. 

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2683&Q=334346
http://edsight.ct.gov/SASPortal/main.do
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/excel/evalresearch/nextgenresults2014-15forpublicreleasefinal.xlsx
http://edsight.ct.gov/SASStoredProcess/do?_program=%2FCTDOE%2FEdSight%2FRelease%2FReporting%2FPublic%2FReports%2FStoredProcesses%2FProfilePerformanceReport&_year=2014-15&_district=All%20Districts&_select=Submit
http://edsight.ct.gov/SASStoredProcess/do?_program=%2FCTDOE%2FEdSight%2FRelease%2FReporting%2FPublic%2FReports%2FStoredProcesses%2FProfilePerformanceReport&_year=2014-15&_district=All%20Districts&_select=Submit
http://www.csde.state.ct.us/public/psis/downloads/2016-17_PSIS_Record_Layout.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/publications/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf


Reducing Chronic Absence in Connecticut’s Schools 8

Average Daily Attendance vs. Chronic Absence

Average Daily Attendance (ADA) rates can easily mask chronic absence. ADA is a school-level measure not a stu-
dent-level indicator that shows how many students were in school, not which specific students are at risk due to chronic 
poor attendance. It is problematic in the same way that an average third-grade reading score does not identify students 
who need additional intensive reading assistance. The following two graphs (Chang, Russell-Tucker, & Sullivan, 2016) 
depict eight Alliance Districts with Network Schools and visually demonstrate the masking effect that average daily at-
tendance rates can have on chronic absence rates. The graphs together also show the impact state and local efforts have 
had in reducing chronic absenteeism rates.

2013–14 Attendance Rate and Chronic Absenteeism
(Eight Alliance Districts with Network Schools)

2015–16 Attendance Rate and Chronic Absenteeism
(Eight Alliance Districts with Network Schools)

Average Daily Attendance Rate

Chronic Absenteeism

A B C D E F G H State

93.0% 91.7% 93.3% 92.2%
94.7% 94.7% 93.2% 93.7%

95.0%

21.3%

25.6%

19.1%

24.7%

10.7%

14.4%

20.6%

17.6%

10.7%

A B C D E F G H State

Average Daily Attendance Rate

Chronic Absenteeism

93.7%
92.2%

93.4% 92.9%
95.2% 95.2% 93.6% 94.0%

95.1%

17.4%

22.4%

18.0%

19.9%

10.2%
9.7%

16.2% 16.1%

9.6%
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What can a district do to improve attendance? 

Improving and sustaining good attendance requires the year-round (what happens over the summer matters), active 
engagement of district- and school-based leaders and administrators along with a clear articulation of roles and 
responsibilities. 

Boards of education 

Boards of education have the leadership responsibility for adopting 
school attendance policies and procedures. Local boards of education 
should also foster continuous improvement and accountability by re-
viewing district data on chronic absence at least twice a year in conjunc-
tion with student performance and ensuring that both the District and 
School Improvement Plans include strategies and goals for addressing 
chronic absence, if necessary.

Central Office Administration

Central office administration has the leadership responsibility for en-
suring the district, as a whole, is systematically addressing chronic ab-
sence, promoting and supporting a districtwide culture of attendance, 
and ensuring that evidence-based attendance policies and procedures are 
in place and implemented consistently in all schools within the district, 
from prekindergarten to grade 12. Central office administrators can 
spearhead connections with community service providers as partners in 
this work. The superintendent can elevate the importance of this work 
by designating a cabinet-level administrator to lead and facilitate the 
district’s attendance efforts.

Principals

Principals, as key leaders of individual schools, can work to ensure that 
their school adopts and implements a comprehensive, tiered approach to 
improving attendance in all grades, from prekindergarten to Grade 12. 
The principal should lead and facilitate the School Attendance Review 
Team. 

District Attendance Review Teams

District Attendance Review Teams bring together district-level administrators and community agencies to address 
chronic absence across the entire district.

Public Act 15-225, an Act Concerning Chronic Absenteeism, defines the criteria for when local and regional boards 
of education are required to establish attendance review teams both at the district and school level. Each local and 
regional board of education that (A) has a district chronic absenteeism rate of ten percent or higher shall establish 
an attendance review team for the school district, (B) has a school under the jurisdiction of the board with a school 
chronic absenteeism rate of fifteen percent or higher shall establish an attendance review team at such school, (C) has 
more than one school under the jurisdiction of the board with a school chronic absenteeism rate of fifteen percent or 
higher shall establish an attendance review team for the school district or at each such school, or (D) has a district 
chronic absenteeism rate of ten percent or higher and one or more schools under the jurisdiction of the board with a 
school chronic absenteeism rate of fifteen percent or higher shall establish an attendance review team for the school 
district or at each such school. However, best practice recommends that district attendance review teams be established 
when any school’s chronic absence rate is 10 percent or higher. 

Creating a culture that 
understands the link between 
attendance and academic 
achievement.

Administrators at Middletown 

Public Schools have made it a 

priority that all stakeholders, 

including administrators, 

teachers, students, support 

staff, parents, and community 

partners, understand chronic 

absence and its role in student 

academic achievement. To do 

this, they created a culture that 

links attendance and academic 

achievement by unpacking the 

data, providing professional 

development, engaging parents, 

and working with community 

providers to identify strategies to 

remove barriers to attendance.

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/principals/
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2015/ACT/pa/pdf/2015PA-00225-R00SB-01058-PA.pdf
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The next section outlines the roles and responsibilities of the District and School Attendance Review Teams 
in reducing chronic absence. 

The key functions of a District Attendance Review Team are to:

1. Routinely unpack, analyze and utilize data to inform action.
2. Organize a systemic districtwide response and policy/practice improvement. 
3. Promote shared accountability and continuous improvement. 

The District Attendance Review Team could be a new team created for this purpose or an explicit function 
of an existing districtwide group (e.g., Scientific Research-Based Interventions, Student Assistance Team, 
Data Team, and School Climate Team) that has the capacity to add functions related to attendance to its 
responsibilities. 

The District Attendance Review Team should be composed of key district individuals responsible for academic 
instruction, health (director of school health services or medical advisor), preschool, student supports 
(school counselors, social workers, pupil personnel staff, parent liaisons, attendance officers), and individuals 
responsible for attendance data reporting. Ideally, the team would also include school administrators and 
community partners (e.g., Youth Service Bureaus, Early Childhood Collaboratives, mental health or family 
service agencies) who can offer resources for addressing common and unique attendance barriers. 

1. Routinely Unpack, Analyze, and Utilize Data 

Districts need to produce accurate school-specific data reports 
(ideally every 10 days) that disaggregate student attendance data by 
school, grade, and subgroups such as race, ethnicity, gender, free or 
reduced priced meals, students with disabilities, and English learners. 

Attendance Works has developed and shares, at no cost, the K–5 
District Attendance Tracking Tools (K–5 DATTs) and the School 
Attendance Tracker Tools (SATTs). Districts and schools across the 
nation as well as here in Connecticut use this tool with PowerSchool 
to analyze their data. It is a self-calculating Excel spreadsheet that 
pulls data from the local student information system and generates 
a number of reports.

District-level data will be critical for the development of tiered 
intervention strategies and will allow the District Attendance 
Review Team to routinely monitor and understand attendance 
patterns and trends by addressing the following questions: 

a. To what extent is chronic and severe chronic absence an issue throughout the district and where 
is it concentrated? 

b. How does satisfactory attendance and chronic and severe chronic absence vary across schools, 
grades, subgroups, or neighborhoods?

c. What does the concentration and scale of chronic absence suggest about likely causes of chronic 
absence?

d. What is the relationship between overall attendance patterns and academic performance?

e. What is the relationship between attendance patterns and disciplinary (e.g., suspensions) data?

An emerging practice in several school districts across the country is to map chronic absence data so they can 
unpack their data by neighborhood or zip code. The District Attendance Review Team could explore partner-
ships with local colleges and universities to help create this visual data display. 

Early and often...

Tracking attendance and 

chronic absence on a reg-

ular basis throughout the 

school year allows districts 

and schools to identify stu-

dents who need interventions 

and support services before 

absences add up. It is an early 
indicator for helping students 

achieve success in school!

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&q=322020
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence/
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Actionable data analysis allows District Attendance Review Teams to 
identify schools that need extra support as well as discover bright spots 
— schools with high levels of low-income students who still have low 
levels of chronic absence that serve as inspirational examples for others. 

2. Organize a Systemic Districtwide Response 

District Attendance Review Teams need to ensure that the district, 
as a whole, is systematically addressing chronic absence and that 
all staff have the appropriate skills, tools, and resources to cultivate 
a districtwide culture of attendance. Conducting a district and 
community self-assessment is the first step to determine the district’s 
strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement. Attendance Works’ 
Tips for Developing a Community Action Plan provides details on how 
to engage community in developing a districtwide response.

Ensure that student voices are part of the conversation. Facilitate surveys or conversations with students to 
understand from their perspective why students are not coming to school and what solutions may be used to 
increase attendance. 

A systemic, districtwide response should minimally include the following intervention and prevention strategies: 

a. Positive engagement — Develop a districtwide messaging 
and outreach campaign for parents, students, and commu-
nity partners (including preschool providers) that (1) is 
positive and culturally relevant; (2) reinforces the impor-
tance of attendance; and (3) communicates the academ-
ic consequences of missing as few as two days of school a 
month. A systemic approach to implementation includes, 
but is not limited to, developing districtwide protocols for 
(1) communicating at parent-teacher conferences; (2) be-
ginning of school year messages; (3) end of the year events; 
and (4) summer learning opportunities.

b. Build capacity — Ensure that strategies for addressing 
chronic absence in a culturally competent manner are 
included in professional learning for administrators and 
school staff. Establish peer-learning opportunities for staff 
to share what is working, what common challenges they are 
encountering, and new evidence-based practices. 

c. Strategic Partnerships — Improve attendance by engag-
ing the support of the entire community. Analyzing dis-
trictwide data provides a platform for forming strategic 
community partnerships to support broad community 
messaging as well as addressing common barriers to atten-
dance (e.g., transportation, health concerns) among a vari-
ety of potential partners, including social service and health 
and disability-related agencies, faith-based organizations, 
businesses, and families. 

Attendance categories

Satisfactory attendance 
(missing less than 5 percent 
of school)

At-risk attendance (missing 
between 5-9 percent of 
school) 

Chronic absence (missing 10 
percent or more of school) 

Severe chronic absence 
(missing 20 percent or more 
of school)

“Everyone is on the same 
page. Attendance is a 
priority for everybody.” 

The community of Vernon 

(not just the school district!) 

considers attendance at 

school to be of the utmost 

importance. Beginning 

with the development and 

implementation of the 

Vernon Community Plan 
for Children and Youth, 
Keeping Our Kids in Focus, all 

stakeholders from town hall, 

the superintendent’s office, 

childcare providers, youth 

services, the regional YMCA, 

and many others formed a 

partnership and a vision for 

a culture and expectation of 

attendance for every child, 

every day.

– Vernon Public Schools

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Pos-Outliers-toolkit_final.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/District-Self-Assessment-Tool-5-Ingredients-8-7-2016.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/District-Self-Assessment-Tool-5-Ingredients-8-7-2016.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Tips-For-Developing-Community-Action-Plan-8.9.16.pdf
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3. Promote Shared Accountability and Continuous Improvement

Addressing chronic absenteeism is a continuous process that involves using data to target interventions and 
resources. An essential component of shared accountability is ensuring all stakeholders have a common under-
standing of the goals and how they will determine if they are making progress. Such goals and targets should 
be publicly available and broadly shared along with updates on progress to key stakeholders. Districts should:

• Ensure that the local or regional Professional De-
velopment and Evaluation Committee (C.G.S. 10-
220a[b]) develops a district educator evaluation and
support plan that aligns with the District Improve-
ment Plan, School Improvement Plans, and account-
ability plans.

• Ensure that the educator evaluation and support plan
prioritizes reducing chronic absenteeism through the
processes of observation of teacher practice and per-
formance and the development of student learning
goals and objectives. Additional information can be
found on the Educator Effectiveness and Professional
Learning webpage.

• Encourage and provide support for student and edu-
cator support specialists (SESS) to focus on reducing
chronic absenteeism as they develop and implement
their student learning goals and objectives. A Guide-
book for Student and Educator Support Specialists as
well as white papers and sample student learning goals
and objectives for SESS can be found on the Educator
Effectiveness and Professional Learning webpage.

• Review staff attendance patterns to ensure that adults
are modeling the behaviors that are expected of the
students.

• Align school withdrawal policies to C.G.S. Section
10-184, which states that the person or persons hav-
ing control of a child 17 years of age may consent to
a child’s withdrawal from school. This law requires
that a parent or guardian personally appear at the
school district office to sign a withdrawal form. The
withdrawal form must include an attestation from a
guidance counselor or administrator that the district has provided information on education op-
tions available in the school system and community. Additional information can be found in the
CSDE circular letter, Mandatory Student Withdrawal Age from School.

• Set realistic and achievable target goals. Districts should consider setting targets based on what is
realistic and achievable. Setting a goal of 10 to 20 percent reduction from baseline in the first year
is recommended, based on the strength of the implementation efforts in place, and a 10 percent
reduction each year thereafter. A school or district may decide to start with particular grades vs. the
whole school depending on the data and their capacity.

The District Attendance Review Team should also be prepared to tell the story behind the data if results are 
different — positive or negative — from the goals established for the time period.

Attendance Matters at All Levels

Middletown Public Schools iden-

tified raising parental awareness 

of the importance of attendance 

as a priority for reducing chronic 

absenteeism. Templates were cre-

ated for administrators to custom-

ize for their schools to use with 

families. Scripts were produced 

that provided positive messaging 

at school events to help parents 

understand why attendance mat-

ters and how it is linked to student 

success. Messages included what 

parents can do to ensure students 

regularly attend school and why 

this is vitally important. Superin-

tendent Patricia Charles explained, 

“We want all parents to under-

stand that school attendance mat-

ters at all levels. Whether you are a 

preschool student or a high school 

student, if you are late to school or 

absent, you miss valuable instruc-

tion. We constantly reinforce the 

message to be present and on 
time every day.”

–  Middletown Public Schools

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.connecticutseed.org/
http://www.connecticutseed.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Navigating_Connecticuts_Eval_and_Support_Systems_for_SESS.pdf
http://www.connecticutseed.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Navigating_Connecticuts_Eval_and_Support_Systems_for_SESS.pdf
http://www.connecticutseed.org/?page_id=1966
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/circ/circ11-12/c5.pdf
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_170.htm#sec_10-220a
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_170.htm#sec_10-220a
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_168.htm#sec_10-184
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_168.htm#sec_10-184
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Next Generation Accountability System

The Connecticut State Department of Education launched the Next Generation Accountability System, a new, 

broader set of performance measures to capture a more holistic, multifactor perspective of how schools and 

students are performing. Chronic absenteeism is Indicator 4 in this new system. The chronic absenteeism 

indicator is applicable to all districts and schools with at least one grade between kindergarten and grade 12, 

inclusive. Reports and guidance for districts and schools are available on the School and District Accountability 

webpage. These reports can help schools and districts use data to target interventions and resources.

Guidance for addressing chronic absenteeism is provided in Using Accountability Results to Guide Improvement. 

In addition, the CSDE Office of Student Supports has launched the Reducing Chronic Absenteeism in 

Connecticut Schools webpage to support this work in districts and schools.

Building on the Success of Others!

The Consolidated School District of New Britain is nationally recognized for its work to address chronic absence. 

Early on, district administrators learned from their data that there were very high levels of chronic absence 

in kindergarten and grade 1. In fact, almost half the chronically absent students in the district were attending 

elementary school. New Britain created strategies to address the issue that over time have led to significant 

reduction of chronic absenteeism in its elementary schools. In the 2012-13 school year, chronic absence rates 

in grades K-8 were reduced from 20 percent to 13 percent. The rate of chronic absence for kindergartners 

decreased from 30 percent to 18 percent (Chang, Russell-Tucker, & Sullivan, 2016).

Learn more about the strategies that New Britain implemented in Kappan magazine’s October 2016 article, 

Chronic early absence: What states can do, which also features the cross-sector collaboration and work that has 

been done at the state level in Connecticut to reduce chronic absence. 

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/pressroom/ct_launches_next_generation_accountability_system_030216.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2683&Q=334346.
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/evalresearch/using_accountability_results_to_guide_improvement_20160228.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2678&Q=334924
https://www.pdkmembers.org/members_online/publications/archive/pdf/PDK_98_2/22pdk_98_2.pdf
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What can schools do to improve attendance? 

School Attendance Review Teams 

The key functions of a School Attendance Review Team are to: 

1. Understand and monitor attendance trends.
2. Organize the schoolwide attendance strategy.

The School Attendance Review Team’s charge is to ensure that the 
school adopts a comprehensive, actionable, tiered approach to improving 
attendance. These teams could be a new team or part of an existing site-
based team (e.g., PBIS—Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 
school climate). 

The composition of the Student Attendance Review Team will vary based 
on the size of the district and its resources. Ideally, the Student Attendance 
Review Team should be composed of key school staff including the prin-
cipal, assistant principal, school counselor, social worker, school nurse, 
school psychologist, family engagement liaison, Family Resource Center 
representative, attendance officer, and parents. The teams may also in-
clude community partners such as the Youth Service Bureaus, health cen-
ters, state agency staff (e.g., Department of Children and Families, Court 
Support Services Division), school resource officers, and others who could 
offer intervention and outreach support to address attendance barriers. 

Organizing a School 
Attendance Review Team

1. Conduct a school self-

assessment.

2. Establish a weekly 

meeting schedule.

3. Define roles and 

responsibilities. 

4. Establish group norms.

5. Develop a standard 

meeting agenda. 

6. Fill-in a tiered pyramid of 

students and resources. 

Tips for an effective 
attendance team

Getting to School Matters for 3- and 4-Year-Olds:
How Public Schools Can Help

Figure Out What Works!

• Collect and analyze attendance data for preschool students and their siblings in higher grades.

• Use the Attendance Works Early and Often Toolkit: Showing Up in Preschool Matters 

Inform and Collaborate!

• Engage families to develop and deliver positive and culturally relevant messages about the importance of 

attendance in preschool.

• Work with community-based preschool programs to implement a messaging and education campaign 

about the importance of attendance for our youngest learners.

Build and Expand!

• Include preschool representation on school and district attendance teams and in preschool district 

attendance plans. This should include parents!

• Work with community-based providers to gather attendance data when possible.

• Work with local Campaign for Grade-Level Reading to incorporate preschool in your community plans. If a 

campaign doesn’t exist, start one! 

• Learn more from the Connecticut Office of Early Childhood (Connecticut Office of Early Childhood, 2016).

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/District-and-Community-Self-Assessment-Tool-3-27-14.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/District-and-Community-Self-Assessment-Tool-3-27-14.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Attendance-Data-Teams-7-18-13.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Attendance-Data-Teams-7-18-13.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/early-often-toolkit-showing-preschool-matters/
http://www.gradelevelreading.net
http://www.ct.gov/oec/cwp/view.asp?Q=581998&A=4545
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1. Understand and Monitor Attendance Trends

The principal should secure the data for the school from central 
office and ensure that the School Attendance Review Team reviews 
the attendance data on a regular basis. The regular review of these re-
ports (every 10 days) will allow school staff to know how many and 
which students are chronically absent. This will help determine the 
students who need Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions. The School At-
tendance Review Team is responsible for understanding the causes 
of absenteeism for individual students as well as common causes for 
groups of students. The School Attendance Review Team may not 
be responsible for the Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions, but it can iden-
tify the students and refer them to the school counselor, Planning 
and Placement Team (PPT), child study team, or other resource.

A regular review of the data also helps to ensure data is accurately en-
tered in a timely manner and allows teachers and staff to quickly no-
tice how many or which students are identified as chronically absent.

The data should help answer the following questions: 

• Is chronic absence a problem? Is it getting worse or 
better? 

• Is chronic absence concentrated among particular 
students? 

• Is it higher or lower among particular grades (including 
prekindergarten)? 

• Are particular subgroups of students affected (e.g., 
students on free or reduced lunch, English learners, 
siblings, students with chronic health conditions or from 
a particular neighborhood)? 

• What might explain some of these differences? 

• What additional information do you need to identify 
barriers or to put effective strategies in place?

2. Organize the Schoolwide Attendance Strategy 

School Attendance Review Teams need to ensure that the school, 
as a whole, is systematically cultivating a culture of attendance 
and addressing the needs of individual students, year round. A 
schoolwide attendance strategy, at a minimum, includes actions in 
the following core areas: 

a. Engage students and families — Students are more 
likely to show up when they have strong caring connec-
tions to peers and adults. To motivate student attendance, 
schools need to create a school community that is warm 
and welcoming, engages students and families in the life 
of the school, and offers culturally competent and en-
riched learning opportunities. Schools should reach out 

Use Team Time Wisely

Many times School Attendance 

Review Teams will spend most 

of their time working with 

students with the highest level 

of absences (Tier 3). This can be 

frustrating and time consuming.

A good use of a team’s time is to 

plan and implement prevention 

measures to ensure that good 

Tier 1 and Tier 2 interventions are 

in place to reduce the number 

of students who are seriously 

chronically absent. An existing 

PBIS team or school climate 

team may add this to its agenda.

Tardy does not mean 
absent!

A student is considered to 

be “in attendance” if present 

at school for at least half the 

regular school day. A student 

who is tardy should be marked 

as present if the tardy equals 

less than half the school day. 

What time of day marks your 
school’s half-way point?
On early dismissal days 

and days shortened due to 

inclement weather, the regular 

day is the number of hours 

of school for that day. For 

example, if a school is only 

open for four hours, a student 

must be present for at least two 

hours to be considered  

“in attendance.”
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to families to find out what might be preventing a student from coming to school; educate students 
and families about how absences can add up and result in lost learning time; empower families to 
help their children attend school, and offer trainings for school staff on engaging families and build-
ing productive partnerships to combat chronic absenteeism.

b. Address attendance barriers — If large numbers of stu-
dents are chronically absent, it is likely that systemic barriers 
are at play. There may be multiple factors contributing to 
chronic absence. To figure out what the barriers to school at-
tendance are and how they can be addressed, a school and its 
community partners need to be able to use attendance data, 
along with the insights of families, to understand what is 
getting in the way of students attending school. The School 
Attendance Review Team needs to put in place and/or mod-
ify existing policies, practices, and programs to ameliorate 
and address common barriers across student groups. 

c. Set goals and develop an attendance plan — A common 
saying is “what gets measured is what gets done.” This is 
particularly true with chronic absence and attendance. An 
essential ingredient for change is building in shared account-
ability for reducing chronic absence. Principals can ensure 
that the educator evaluation and support plan prioritizes 
reducing chronic absenteeism through the processes of observation of teacher practice and perfor-
mance and the development of student learning goals and objectives. In preparation for the new 
school year, a schoolwide attendance plan should be developed at the end of the previous school 
year that includes the following elements: 

• an overview of the extent of the chronic absence issue; 
• an assessment of the school’s capacity to address the issue and implement schoolwide 

strategies; 
• target goals; 
• a description of the tiered intervention strategies; and
• a performance accountability process and timeline. 

Parents as Partners in Academic Success

Parents are essential partners in promoting good attendance as they have the bottom-line responsibility for 

setting attendance expectations for making sure their children get to school every day. Parents need to be 

equipped with the right information so they understand that good attendance is really a matter of providing 

children more and better opportunities to learn. Schools need to respect and honor families’ knowledge and 

potential to contribute to their children’s education and create processes that draw on the hopes and dreams of 

parents for a better future for their children, as well as their insights into what will help families get their children 

to school. Schools and communities must deliberately build systems that support family engagement.

Suggested resources:

• Bringing Attendance Home: Engaging Parents in Preventing Chronic Absence 

• Early and Often: Early Education Toolkit

• Parent Teacher Home Visit Project

Mapping your 
Attendance Data

When unpacking your data, 

be sure to look at neigh-

borhoods and different 

communities for high lev-

els of chronic absence. Are 

there a lot of walkers from 

that community? Does it 

make sense to reroute a 

school bus to transport the 

students? Is it a safe walk 

to school? Is public trans-

portation reliable?

http://www.attendanceworks.org/what-works/develop-programmatic-responses-to-systemic-barriers/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/what-works/develop-programmatic-responses-to-systemic-barriers/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/bringing-attendance-home-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-early-care-providers/early-education-toolkit/
http://www.pthvp.org/
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Implement a System of Tiered Supports

While a strong schoolwide culture of attendance is an essential basic 
ingredient of academic success that should exist in all schools, it may 
not always be sufficient. A subset of students who are chronically 
absent may need higher levels of intervention. The best predictor 
of chronic absence in the current year is poor attendance during the 
prior year and/or the first month of school. Research indicates that if 
a student misses two or more days during the first month of school, 
the pattern of absence can persist, and many of those students will 
end the school year chronically absent. The school data should 
reveal whether particular populations of students, for example, 
incoming kindergartners or ninth-graders, or students from the same 
neighborhood—are at high risk. 

Once a school community has identified students at high risk for chronic absence, it should look more closely at 
students who have a history of severe chronic absence — missing 20 percent or more of the prior school year — and 
why. Such severe absenteeism suggests a family or community challenge that requires additional layers of support for 
such issues as physical, mental, or dental health problems; homelessness; domestic abuse; or community violence. 
The key is leveraging the opportunity to help students on the cusp of chronic absence with lower cost, less intensive 
interventions, while also recognizing the need to do more for those with needs that are more serious.

The following pyramid exemplifies a multitiered approach to reducing chronic absence that begins with prevention 
and early intervention and only turns to interventions that are more intensive as a last resort1. This tiered approach 
aligns with other approaches currently employed by school districts including Scientific Research-Based Interventions 
(SRBI) or Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). 

Interventions at each tier need to be customized and tailored to different subgroups and grade levels, including 
prekindergarten, elementary, middle school, and high school. One of the core functions of the School Attendance 
Review Team is to map their students and school resources across the tiers of the pyramid using a pyramid worksheet. 
The following section provides some examples of strategies for each of the three tiers of intervention. 

Improving attendance requires a tiered approach that begins with prevention.

Track Chronic Absence 
Often and Early

The best predictor of chronic absence 

in the current school year is poor 

attendance during the prior year and/

or the first month of school. Research 

indicates that if a student misses two 

or more days during the first month 

of school, the pattern of absence can 

persist, and many of those students will 

end the school year chronically absent.

1.  Students identified as having special education needs can receive at any time tiered interventions in addition to the supports 
delineated in their individualized education program.

TIER 
3

TIER 
2

TIER 
1

Intensive
case

management
with coordination

of public
agency and legal

response as needed

• Provide personalized early outreach

• Meet to develop tailored action plan

• Connect to a caring mentor

• Recognize good and improved attendance

• Educate and engage students and families

• Monitor attendance data and set goals

• Establish positive and engaging school climate

• Identify and address common barriers to getting to school

Students missing 
20% or more

of school
(severe chronic

absence)

Students missing 
10-19% of school

(moderate
chronic absence)

Students missing 
5-9% of school

(at risk)

Students missing 
less than 5%

of school
(satisfactory)

In
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U
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ost

H
igh C
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http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/3-tiers-of-intervention/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Pyramid-worksheet_updated-2016.pdf
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1.   Tier 1 Interventions are universal schoolwide strategies that encourage good attendance for all stu-
dents. Successful Tier 1 strategies may include: 

a. Engaging Students and Parents

Create a school climate that encourages students to come to 
school every day.

• Provide engaging curriculum that draws students to school.
• Conduct a school climate and attendance walk through 

the school. Learn how with the Connecticut Welcoming 
Schools program. 

• Offer before- and after-school programs. 
• Create visuals (bulletin boards, banners, posters) that re-

flect attendance messaging and modify during the year 
to sustain impact.

• Call students when they miss school and welcome them 
back when they return. 

• Develop a communitywide vision to ensure that pro-
grams and interventions are culturally responsive. 

• Consider specific attendance goals and strategies for stu-
dents with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), Section 504, or health care plans.

• Use the Theory of Action from CASEL, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emo-
tional Learning, to implement social-emotional learning activities throughout the school day.

• Ensure your school has opportunities for parent engagement, such as regular conversations 
with teachers about curriculum and student learning.

• Host transition meetings for families with incoming kindergartners or any new family to 
the school. 

Recognize good and improved attendance in addition to perfect attendance. 

• Create friendly competition among classrooms offering raffles, parties, and other incentives.
• Celebrate individual progress through periodic public recognition.
• Recognize students and parents at special assemblies.
• Engage neighborhood businesses in promoting good attendance.

b. Removing Barriers to Attendance

• Provide a school breakfast program and/or food pantry to address hunger issues.
• Conduct a safe walk to school program (walking school bus) to address safety concerns.
• Conduct a clothing drive for winter coats or school uniform exchange.
• Organize health interventions such as flu and dental clinics.

Is your school 
welcoming? 

The key to engaging 
parents is to make their 
schools “feel like family.” 
Schools that extend a 
genuine welcome and 
are inviting to families 
have strong partners in 
education. Learn more 
about the Connecticut 
Welcoming Schools 
program. 

Connecticut Alliance of Boys & Girls Clubs

In 2015, the Boys & Girls Clubs of Connecticut, in partnership with the Charter Oak Group and the Boys &  Girls 
Clubs of America, compared chronic absenteeism and discipline data for students participating in their programs 
with the general population of Connecticut students. The preliminary data was reported in a technical paper, 
Chronic Absenteeism and Discipline Data for Boys & Girls Club Members.

The study showed a 60 percent reduction in chronic absenteeism for youth attending Boys & Girls Club programs 
compared to students across the state. Among frequent club attenders, the rate of suspensions or expulsions 
was nearly 50 percent lower compared to their peers in Connecticut schools. (The Charter Oak Group, 2015)

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.crec.org/welcomingschools/
http://www.crec.org/welcomingschools/
http://www.casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Theory-of-Action-CDI-District-Rubric.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Establishing-School-wide-attendance-incentives-rev-7-14-15.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2626&q=320662
http://www.crec.org/welcomingschools/
http://www.crec.org/welcomingschools/
http://charteroakgroup.com/projects/Chronic%20Absenteeism%20and%20disciplineanalyses2.23.2017.pdf
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2.   Tier 2 Interventions are individualized strategies responsive to the needs of frequently absent stu-
dents. Successful Tier 2 strategies may include: 

a. Engaging Students and Parents 

• Alert families to attendance concerns through personal phone calls.
• Implement a mentoring program. Assistance is available from the Governor’s Prevention 

Partnership.
• Ensure that professional development and training is provided to administrators and staff 

on how to communicate with families in a way that is culturally competent.
• Engage families in a relationship-building visit to seek solutions.
• Enlist the Family Resource Center and other community supports.
• Engage the school nurse or school-based health center staff to outreach to families 

around health issues, including students who are chronically ill or covered under Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, to ensure that needs are accommodated to 
encourage regular attendance.

• Engage the assistance of the PPT for students with disabilities.
• Recruit students as attendance ambassadors.
• Ensure priority placement in summer and after-school programs. 

b. Removing Barriers to Attendance

• Provide parents with family-friendly information and assistance in accessing community 
resources and services. 

• Implement Child Find protocols that require prompt referral to a Planning and Placement 
Team meeting of all children who have been suspended repeatedly or whose behavior, at-
tendance, or progress in school has been considered unsatisfactory or at a marginal level of 
acceptance. This ensures compliance with Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.) § 300.111 
that requires that all children with disabilities who are in need of special education and 
related services are identified, located, and evaluated. 

• Use programs that support additional student engagement with the adult staff, e.g., Check 
and Connect, Creating Positive Behavioral Intervention Plans, and Restorative Practices. 

• Reinforce and target behavioral supports in classroom and small group settings, through 
evidence-based programs, e.g., Second Step and Responsive Classroom.

• Develop student attendance improvement plans or incorporate attendance goals in Student 
Success Plans to help develop strategies to support improved attendance for all students. 

• Replace out-of-school suspension policies and practices with positive behavioral supports 
and restorative justice programs.

• Identify social, emotional, and physical health; transportation; or housing barriers to at-
tendance and work with community providers such as public housing authorities, depart-
ments of transportation, and community health centers or medical personnel. 

The Role of Teachers

As the first line of intervention and prevention, teachers are an especially important and trusted resource that can 
make attendance a normal topic in all interactions with students and parents.

• Emphasize attendance from day one.
• Greet students and families personally and ask about absences.
• Engage students in tracking their own attendance.
• Talk about attendance at back-to-school nights.
• Contact parents early. Don’t wait for parent-teacher conferences.

Teaching Attendance: Everyday Strategies to Help Teachers Improve Attendance and Raise Achievement

http://www.preventionworksct.org/welcome.html
http://www.preventionworksct.org/welcome.html
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/504faq.html
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/504faq.html
http://www.wrightslaw.com/idea/law/idea.regs.subpartb.pdf
http://evidencebasedprograms.org/1366-2/check-and-connect
http://evidencebasedprograms.org/1366-2/check-and-connect
http://cecp.air.org/fba/problembehavior3/part3.pdf
http://www.iirp.edu/
http://www.cfchildren.org/second-step
https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/student-success-plan-facilitator-handout/
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2702&Q=334064
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2702&Q=334064
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/teaching-attendance-toolkit/
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Family Resource Centers Can Play an Important Role

Family Resource Centers in Connecticut are helping to reduce chronic absenteeism in their schools by:

• serving on their schools’ Student Attendance Review Teams;

• conducting home visits and phone calls with the school-parent liaisons or social workers;

• providing uniforms to students who need them;

• working with local businesses for donations that can be used as incentives for good attendance, e.g.,  

gift cards, school supplies, movie tickets;

• acknowledging classrooms that have perfect attendance for the prior week with a Perfect Attendance sign;

• holding ceremonies to acknowledge perfect and improved attendance;

• arranging field trips for students with most improved attendance;

• coordinating a school-based mentoring program;

• partnering with the local Youth Service Bureau to provide workshops for families on the importance of 

good attendance;

• greeting parents in the morning, with the principal, before school starts and engaging in dialogue about 

issues related to school attendance; and

• working with after-school providers and community childcare providers to communicate consistent 

messaging about attendance with parents at pick-up time. 

Why Mentoring is Important 

To improve attendance, New York City schools assigned success mentors to chronically absent students in 100 

schools. Students with mentors attended school an average of nine more days than similar students at other 

schools.

(Resource: Relationships Matter: A Toolkit for An Elementary Success Mentor Attendance Initiative)

Mentoring can make a BIG difference!

When “Big Sister” Michelle was first matched in the Nutmeg Big Brother/Big Sister Community-Based Mentoring 
Program, her “Little” had a serious issue with chronic absenteeism. She was in eighth grade and just did not want 
to go to school. There was no way anyone was going to change her mind. 

Even though Michelle experienced car troubles and was not able to see her “Little” for a period of time, this did 
not stop her from being a mentor and letting her “Little” know that she is a special person and encouraging her 
to go to school. 

Michelle called her “Little” often providing encouragement to succeed in school and to believe in herself. 

After only a few months of developing a relationship together, Michelle learned that her “Little” received a 
“perfect attendance” award for the grading period! Perfect attendance! 

BRIGHT SPOT!

http://www.ctyouthservices.org/
http://www.nyc.gov/html/truancy/html/resources/success_mentors.shtml
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-school-districts/elemsuccessmentortoolkit
http://www.nutmegbigbrothersbigsisters.org/site/c.ckLVKdOOLiK8E/b.7884443/k.EF0A/Home_Page.htm
http://www.nutmegbigbrothersbigsisters.org/site/c.ckLVKdOOLiK8E/b.7884443/k.EF0A/Home_Page.htm
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3.   Tier 3 Interventions are intense and individualized strategies for students who miss the most school. 
Typically, interagency collaboration and coordination is essential to helping students in Tier 3 over-
come the serious challenges they face so they can be in school. Tier 3 interventions are often coordi-
nated with other community-based service providers such as Youth Service Bureaus, Juvenile Review 
Boards, mental health clinics, and state agencies such as the Department of Children and Families 
or Court Support Services Division. 

Across the country and in Connecticut, there is growing recognition that Juvenile Court is not 
the appropriate venue for behavioral issues such as truancy. Research and best practice indicates 
that any involvement with the juvenile justice system has more negative than positive impacts. 
Local and regional school districts are encouraged to develop locally driven truancy alternatives 
in partnership with community-based organizations and local foundations. Successful Tier 3 
strategies may include:

• Collaborating with a community organization, such as a Youth Service Bureau, to devel-
op and implement community truancy prevention and intervention models. 

• Screening of students for childhood trauma and providing or connecting to effective, 
evidence-based treatments through KidsMentalHealthInfo. Learn more about trauma-in-
formed initiatives.

• Implementing a dropout prevention program such as Check and Connect or Success 
Mentors that has strong evidence of positive effects on staying in school. Adult mentors 
consistently check in with students to facilitate improved engagement in both school and 
the community. The program focuses on re-engagement and active student participation. 

• Referring to a Juvenile Review Board (JRB), a community-based diversion program for 
youths who otherwise would be referred to the Juvenile Court for minor violations of the 
law. The approach includes case management, a panel review meeting, and connections 
to appropriate services.

• Reviewing student discipline policies to ensure that students are suspended from school 
only when absolutely necessary and in a systematic and equitable way.

• Offering summer learning programs that re-engage students and parents throughout the 
summer months to reconnect and strengthen the relationship with school.

• Connecting pregnant and parenting teens to health, education, and social supports to 
enable them to complete their education, find employment, and access childcare.

• Referring students for support and evaluation as appropriate. For instance, if a student is 
struggling with anxiety or depression, the school social worker, counselor, or psychologist 
may be able to assist the student in addressing identified needs.

• Using local Emergency Mobile Psychiatric Services (EMPS) providers (211) for rapid 
access supports to schools in addressing students’ behavioral and emotional needs. 

• Providing students access to quality online credit recovery programs.
• Transferring to an alternative education setting that addresses the social, emotional, 

behavioral, and academic needs of the student.
• Referring to System of Care Community Collaborative or to Connecticut’s Medical 

Home Initiative for Children and Youth with Special Health Care Needs for family 
support and assistance.

Note: C.G.S. Section 10-198a requires filing a Family with Service Needs (FWSN) complaint with the Juvenile 
Matters Division of the Superior Court for truant students. This should only be done after attempting to hold a 
meeting with a parent and trying to coordinate services with community agencies providing child and family ser-
vices. However, Public Act 16-147, An Act Concerning the Recommendations of the Juvenile Justice Policy and 
Oversight Committee, eliminates a child being a truant, habitual truant, or continuously and overtly defying school 
rules and regulations from permissible grounds for filing a FWSN, effective August 15, 2017. See section 3 for the 
definition of truant.

http://www.ctyouthservices.org/
http://www.KidsMentalHealthInfo.com
http://www.chdi.org/our-work/mental-health/trauma-informed-initiatives/
http://www.chdi.org/our-work/mental-health/trauma-informed-initiatives/
http://evidencebasedprograms.org/1366-2/check-and-connect
http://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-white-house-launches-new-national-effort-and-ad-council-campaign-eliminate-chronic-absenteeism-and-drive-student-success
http://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-white-house-launches-new-national-effort-and-ad-council-campaign-eliminate-chronic-absenteeism-and-drive-student-success
http://www.empsct.org/
http://www.ct.gov/dcf/cwp/view.asp?a=2558&Q=314350
http://www.ct.gov/dph/cwp/view.asp?a=3138&Q=387702&PM=1
http://www.ct.gov/dph/cwp/view.asp?a=3138&Q=387702&PM=1
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2016/ACT/pa/2016PA-00147-R00HB-05642-PA.htm
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Who else can be involved with 
reducing chronic absence?

Improving student attendance is the responsibility of an entire commu-
nity, not just schools. Community partners (parents, neighborhood resi-
dents, civic organizations, businesses, city and county agencies, faith lead-
ers, etc.) are instrumental to every level of a tiered approach.

Community partners can help send the message that missing just two 
days a month can hinder a child’s success in school. Additionally, partners 
can provide recognition for good and improved attendance as well as ad-
dress common barriers to getting to school such as poor health, unreliable 
transportation, or the lack of a safe path to school. If larger numbers of 
students are chronically absent, then it is a sign that you may need to 
cultivate additional adults who can help mentor and support students. 

Attendance Works’ toolkit, Count Us in! Working Together to Show 
That Every School Day Matters, provides ways to involve and enlist 
community stakeholders. It includes a variety of options for promoting 
good attendance, including a calendar of “What to Do When” and specific 
activities for different stakeholder groups. 

The following is a working list of Connecticut and national resources.

Resources

Connecticut Resources

• Bullying, Character Education and Positive School Climate, CSDE

• Connecticut Consortium on School Attendance, Office of Policy and Management

• Connecticut’s Medical Home Initiative

• Connecticut Welcoming Schools Initiative, Capitol Region Education Council

• EdSight, CSDE data portal

• Emergency Mobile Psychiatric Services (EMPS), Connecticut Department of Children and Families

• Ensuring Equity and Excellence for All Connecticut Students, Connecticut State Board of Education Five-
year Comprehensive Plan, 2016-21

• Family and Community Engagement Resources, CSDE

• Family Resource Centers, CSDE

• Getting to School Matters for 3 & 4 Year Olds: How Public Schools Can Help, Office of Early Childhood 

• Governor’s Prevention Partnership

• Healthy ConneCTions, CSDE

• KidsMentalHealthInfo.com, Child Health and Development Institute of Connecticut, Inc. (CHDI)

• Managing Asthma in Connecticut Schools

• Next Generation Accountability System, CSDE

• Public Act 15-225, An Act Concerning Chronic Absence

• Public School Information (PSIS) Reference Guide

In School and Engaged

“Students, especially those 
at risk, will not be in school 
and engaged unless we work 
together to uncover and remove 
the barriers to good attendance. 
In Connecticut, we see this work 
as the responsibility of multiple 
community partners.” 

– Charlene Russell-Tucker,
 Chief Operating Officer,
  Connecticut State Department 

of Education
  Co-Chair, Chronic Absence 

Strategic Action Group, 
Committee on Children: 
Results Based Accountability 
(RBA) Children’s Report Card

http://www.ct.gov/dph/cwp/view.asp?a=3138&Q=387702&PM=1
http://www.crec.org/welcomingschools/
http://edsight.ct.gov/SASPortal/main.do
http://www.empsct.org/
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2748&q=336170
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/deps/chronicabsenteeism/getting_to_school_matters_oec.pdf
http://www.preventionworksct.org/what/mentoring/introduction.html
http://www.ct.gov/sde/healthyconnections
http://www.KidsMentalHealthInfo.com
http://www.ct.gov/dph/lib/dph/hems/asthma/pdf/asthma_schl_manual_web.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2758&Q=334520
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2015/ACT/pa/pdf/2015PA-00225-R00SB-01058-PA.pdf
http://www.csde.state.ct.us/public/psis/downloads/2016-17_PSIS_Record_Layout.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2681&Q=321940&sdePNavCtr=%7C45491%7C#45524
http://ct.gov/opm/cwp/view.asp?a=2974&q=383642#SAConsortium
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/taxonomy/v4_taxonomy.asp?DLN=45424&sdeNav=%7C45424%7C&sdePNavCtr=%7C45493%7C#45493
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2678&q=320774&sdePNavCtr=%7C45493%7C#45541
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• School Health Services, CSDE

• School-Based Diversion Initiative, Child Health Development Initiative (CHDI)

• School-based Health Centers; Connecticut Association of School Based Health Centers

• Scientific Research-Based Interventions (SRBI) Addressing the Needs of the Whole Child: Social, Emotion-
al, Behavioral, and Physical Health, Topical Brief 3, CSDE

• Scientific Research-Based Interventions, CSDE

• Sexual Health Education Guidelines, CSDE

• Supports for Pregnant and Parenting Teens, CSDE

• System of Care Community Collaborative

• Trauma-Informed Initiatives, CHDI

• Truancy Intervention — National Models and Connecticut Initiatives, 2015 Report, Center for Children’s 
Advocacy

• Youth Service Bureaus, Connecticut Youth Services Association

National Resources

• Attendance Works has developed a range of resources specific to grades served (i.e., elementary, middle, 
secondary) and aligned to five important strategies designed to improve attendance: recognizing good and 
improved attendance; engaging students and parents; monitoring attendance data and practice; providing 
personalized early outreach; and developing programmatic responses to barriers. A few examples include:

 - Bringing Attendance Home: Engaging Parents in Preventing Chronic Absence 

 - Count Us In! Working Together to Show That Every School Day Matters

 - Early and Often: Early Education Toolkit 

 - Leading Attendance: A Toolkit for Principals 

 - Relationships Matter: A Toolkit for an Elementary Success Mentor Attendance Initiative

 - Teaching Attendance: Everyday Strategies to Help Teachers Improve Attendance and Raise 
Achievement 

• Campaign for Grade-Level Reading

• Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) for the 2013-14 School Year, United States Department of Education

• Every Student, Every Day: A National Initiative to Address and Eliminate Chronic Absenteeism, United 
States Departments of Education, Housing, Justice, and Health and Human Services

• Get Schooled

• Mayor’s Interagency Task Force on Truancy, Chronic Absenteeism & School Engagement, New York City

• Parent Teacher Home Visit Project

• Restorative Practices, International Institute for Restorative Practices

• School Attendance, Chronic Health Conditions and Leveraging Data for Improvement,  
National Association of Chronic Disease Directors

• School Climate, National School Climate Center

• School Nurses’ Role in Combating Chronic Absenteeism, National Association of School Nurses

• Success Mentors, United States Department of Education

• The National Mentoring Partnership

• Whole School, Whole Child Model, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2678&q=320768
http://www.chdi.org/our-work/mental-health/school-based-mental-health/sbdi/
http://www.ctschoolhealth.org/
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/curriculum/cali/topical_brief_3.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&q=322020
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&q=333710
http://www.ct.gov/dcf/cwp/view.asp?a=2558&Q=314350
http://www.chdi.org/our-work/mental-health/trauma-informed-initiatives/
http://www.kidscounsel.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/rKM-Truancy-Programs-book-2015-R.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org
http://gradelevelreading.net/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/research/u-s-department-education-civil-rights-data-collection/
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/chronicabsenteeism/index.html
https://getschooled.com/dashboard?q=attendance
http://www.nyc.gov/html/truancy/html/resources/success_mentors.shtml
http://www.pthvp.org/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-school-districts/elemsuccessmentortoolkit
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.chronicdisease.org/resource/resmgr/school_health/NACDD_School_Attendance_and_.pdf
http://www.schoolclimate.org/
https://www.nasn.org/portals/0/advocacy/whitepaperabsenteeism.pdf
http://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-white-house-launches-new-national-effort-and-ad-council-campaign-eliminate-chronic-absenteeism-and-drive-student-success
http://www.mentoring.org
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/wscc/
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2678&Q=334262&sdePNavCtr=%7C45493%7C#45822
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2678&q=320714&sdePNavCtr=%7C45493%7C#45546
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/Count-Us-In-toolkit-2015_Final.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-early-care-providers/early-education-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/principals/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-school-districts/elemsuccessmentortoolkit
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/teaching-attendance-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/schools/teaching-attendance-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/bringing-attendance-home-toolkit/
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For more information:

Resources, Strategies, and Best Practices
Kari Sullivan
Phone: 860-807-2041
E-mail: kari.sullivan@ct.gov

Data Collection and Reporting
Marquelle Middleton
Phone: 860-713-6877
E-mail: marquelle.middleton@ct.gov
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Presentation Questions 

• What impacted the decision to include measures 

of student health in the state accountability plan? 

 

• How is student health reflected in Connecticut’s 

state ESSA plan?  

 

• How do you anticipate the inclusion of health and 

wellness in Connecticut’s state plan will drive 

future action? 
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What impacted the decision to include 

measures of student health in the state 

accountability plan? 
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Context & Background 

• Governor’s 2012 Education Reform 

 

• ESEA Flexibility Requests 

 

• State Board of Education Five-year 
Comprehensive Plan - 2016-21 

 Ensuring Equity and Excellence For All Connecticut 
 Students  

 

• ESSA State Plan 
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CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

The Connecticut State Board of Education's Five-year Comprehensive Plan 2016-21 

Alignment with State Board 

Comprehensive Plan 

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/board/five_year_comprehensive_plan_for_education.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/board/five_year_comprehensive_plan_for_education.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/board/five_year_comprehensive_plan_for_education.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/board/five_year_comprehensive_plan_for_education.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/board/five_year_comprehensive_plan_for_education.pdf


 

At the Connecticut State Department of Education,  

students are at the core of everything we do. 
 

OUR PROMISE TO OUR STUDENTS 

Ensuring their non-academic needs are met 

so they are healthy, happy, and ready to learn. 

(Mental health, nutrition, after-school programs) 

Supporting their school and district 

in staying on target with learning goals. 

(Education Cost Sharing - ECS, Alliance 

Districts, Commissioner’s Network, School 

Choice) 

Giving them access to great teachers 

and school leaders. 

Making sure they learn what they need to know 

to succeed in college, career, and life. 



 
CSDE GROUP 
• Academics  
• Performance  
• Special Education 
• Talent 
• Turnaround 

 

Striving for a Collaborative Process  

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

ACCOUNTABILITY ADVISORY GROUP 
• District Test Coordinators  
• Research Directors 
• Principals 

 

CAPSS 
ASSESSMENT & 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

ALLIANCE 
DISTRICT 

CONVENING 

WINTER 2014: PUBLIC COMMENT PERIOD 

SUPERINTENDENTS 
ROUNDTABLE 

CT PARENT 
INFORMATION & 

ADVOCACY GROUPS 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=p_fwbvz-SW3jCM&tbnid=1q50nwOI-sBaeM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://learningspaces.unl.edu/collaboration&ei=SbpyU5O5BMiXyAThzoHwBw&psig=AFQjCNE8A3bOg8us2MaX5V-KRNP4IhRKAA&ust=1400114118050047


RBA Report Card Project 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

https://www.cga.ct.gov/kid/rba/


CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

Principles of Accountability  

Theory of Action 
Principle Description Theory of Action 

Inclusive 

Accountability indicators 
should include more than 
test scores and 
graduation rates. 

One-size doesn’t fit all. An inclusive set of indicators will: 
• provide a more complete picture of successes and challenges; 
• guard against narrowing of the curriculum to the tested subjects;  
• expand ownership of accountability to more staff; and 
• allow schools to demonstrate progress on “outcome pre-cursors.” 

Reflective 

Results of accountability 
systems should inform 
decision-making at the 
local and state level. 

An accountability system that provides useful information for decision-
making at the state and local level will encourage leaders to view 
accountability results not as a “gotcha” but as a tool to guide and track 
improvement efforts. 

Collaborative 

Indicators and models 
should be developed with 
extensive input from 
district and school 
leaders. 

Listening to local leaders in the development of an accountability system 
will ensure that the indicators selected and the model used will engender 
acceptance of the system as a fair reflection of practice and minimize 
gamesmanship. 

Transparent 
The system should tell it 
like it is and be easy to 
understand. 

A system that presents results publically and makes them easily 
accessible to various stakeholders will gain credibility and invite 
engagement across the school community. 

9 



Evolution of Attendance and 

Fitness Accountability Indicators 

2012  

ESEA Flexibility 
Request- Place 
holder for well-
rounded student 
indicators 

2014 

Feedback from 
Diverse 
Stakeholder 
Group 

2015 

 ESEA Flexibility 
Request- Next 
Generation 
Accountability 
(included chronic 
absenteeism & 
Fitness) 

2016 

First  
Results 

2017 

Second 
Results 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

2017 

ESSA 
Plan 



How is student health reflected in 

Connecticut’s state ESSA plan?  

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
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Next Generation Accountability 

-12 Indicators- 
1. Academic achievement (Performance Index) H 

2. Academic growth H 

3. Assessment participation rate H 

4. Chronic absenteeism H 

5. Preparation for postsecondary and  career readiness – coursework 
6. Preparation for postsecondary and  career readiness – exams 
7. Graduation – on track in ninth grade 
8. Graduation – four-year adjusted cohort 
9. Graduation – six-year adjusted cohort H 

10. Postsecondary Entrance Rate  
11.  Physical fitness 
12.  Arts access 
 

12 

H Separate set of points allotted for “High Needs” (students from low-
income families, English learners (ELs), or students with disabilities) 



CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

Indicator Weights by School Type 

35.3% 

33.3% 

48.0% 

22.2% 

47.1% 

44.4% 

29.6% 

11.8% 

11.1% 

8.0% 

7.4% 

8.0% 

7.4% 

5.6% 

4.0% 

3.7% 

16.0% 

14.8% 

8.0% 

7.4% 

5.9% 

5.6% 

4.0% 

3.7% 

4.0% 

3.7% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Elementary

Middle

High

Middle/High

Indicator 1: Academic Achievement – ELA, 
Math and Science (All Students, High Needs 
Subgroup) 
Indicator 2: Academic Growth – ELA and 
Math (All Students, High Needs Subgroup) 

Indicator 4: Attendance / Chronic Absence
(All Students, High Needs Subgroup)

Indicators 5 and 6: Preparation for College
and Career Readiness (Courses/Exams)

Indicator 7: Graduation - On Track in
9thGrade

Indicators 8 and 9: Graduation:  (4-year All
Students, 6-year High Needs Subgroup)

Indicator 10: Postsecondary Entrance

Indicator 11: Physical Fitness

Indicator 12: Arts Access

13 



Other Health Related ESSA 

Strategies  

• Develop the Next Generation Student Support 

System  

– Guidance/Technical Assistance/Best Practices on School 

Climate, Trauma Informed Practices, Social Emotional 

Learning, Chronic Absence, Restorative Discipline, 

Behavioral & Physical Health 

 

• Develop an Early Indication Tool (EIT) 

– Use EdSight Data Warehouse to Monitor Attendance, 

Discipline, Course Grade, Test Results, etc., for Early 

Identification and Support 
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How do you anticipate the inclusion of 

health and wellness in Connecticut’s state 

plan will drive future action? 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 



Number of Students  

Chronically Absent  
 

 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

60,851 

56,171 55,956 

50,376 

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16



Connecticut  
Strategies & Transformative Impact 

Six High-Impact Strategies 

• Strategy #1: Build Awareness 

• Strategy #2: Use Data to Promote 

Action 

• Strategy #3: Cultivate Champions to 

Build a State-Level Infrastructure  

• Strategy #4: Build Capacity 

• Strategy #5: Identify and Leverage 

Bright Spots 

• Strategy #6: Foster Accountability 

Kappan Magazine Article: Chronic early absence: What 

states can do 

Transformative Impact 

• Reduction in chronic absence at both 

the state and local levels 

• State statute to address chronic 

absenteeism 
– development of a Prevention and Intervention 

Guide –released with press event and Webinar 

– district and school-level attendance teams where 

chronic absenteeism rates are high 

– adoption of official definitions for chronic absence 

• State Board of Education resolution 

(February 2015) requiring plans to 

address chronic absence in Alliance 

District applications for state funding 

 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

https://www.pdkmembers.org/members_online/publications/archive/pdf/PDK_98_2/22pdk_98_2.pdf
https://www.pdkmembers.org/members_online/publications/archive/pdf/PDK_98_2/22pdk_98_2.pdf
https://www.pdkmembers.org/members_online/publications/archive/pdf/PDK_98_2/22pdk_98_2.pdf


Fitness Assessment Indicator 
Percentage of students meeting/exceeding the “Health Fitness Zone 
Standard” in all four areas of the CT Physical Fitness Assessment 
 

Support Districts in Using the Results to: 

 

• Promote school breakfast and increased participation by serving in the classroom 

 

• Provide structured recess periods that have kids moving and active for at least 20 minutes 

 

• Include nutrition and health education across curriculums, e.g., math, science, literacy 

 

• Design physical education curriculum to focus on activities that will increase physical health – 
especially those showing lower performance on the Fitness Assessment (e.g., cardiovascular 
health, flexibility, etc.) 

 

• Engage families in being physically fit and eating healthy at home 

 

• Encourage physically active classrooms 

 

• Incorporate whole school wellness (including staff, teachers, administrators) 

 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
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Supporting Improvement 

• Using Accountability Results to Guide Improvement: 
comprehensive documentation and supports 

 

• Link to Federal Effort to Combat Chronic Absenteeism 

 Every Student, Every Day: Community Toolkit  

 to Address and Eliminate Chronic Absenteeism 

 

• Commissioner’s Roundtable for Family and Community 
Engagement in Education  
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http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/evalresearch/using_accountability_results_to_guide_improvement_20160228.pdf


Reaching Key Stakeholders 
Safe Schools/Healthy Students State Management Team, September 1, 2016 

– CT Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services, Mental Health Providers and School District Staff 

State Board of Education Presentation on Chronic Absenteeism, November 2, 2016 

– State Board of Education, Audience:  State Board of Education and CSDE Leadership 

Two-Gen Parent Academy, Helping Parents Work & Children Thrive, February 4, 2017 

– CT Commission on Women, Children & Seniors, The US Administration on Children & Families and The Hartford Foundation for 
Public Giving, Audience: Parents 

School Counselors in a Changing World Conference, March 16, 2017 

– CT School Association of School Counselors, Audience: School Counselors 

All Students in School & Engaged, Reducing Chronic Absenteeism Workshop, April 18, 2017 

– CSDE Performance Office, Audience: Internal CSDE staff 

Engaging the Disengaged Learner Conference, May 2, 2017 

– Connecticut Coalition for Education Reform, Audience: District Leaders 

Protecting a Vulnerable Population Conference, May 5, 2017 

– Connecticut Association of School Based Health Centers Annual Conference, Audience: Health Professionals 

All Students in School & Engaged, Reducing Chronic Absenteeism Webinar, May 15, 2017 

– CSDE/CREC, Audience: Family Resource Center staff 

Everyday Counts:  Understanding Student Attendance Reporting, May 16, 2017 

– CSDE Performance Office, Audience: District Data Teams 

Juvenile Review Boards/Local Interagency Service Teams Conference, May 31, 2017 

– Connecticut Youth Services Association, Audience: Youth Services and Juvenile Justice Professionals 

Webinar: Reducing Chronic Absence in Connecticut’s Schools, May 31, 2017 

– CSDE Office of Student Support and Organizational Effectiveness, Audience: District, School and Community Partners 
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Data and 

Accountability 



 

 

 

 
Connecticut State Board Commitment 

 
“…The promise of an excellent public education is to equip every child, regardless 

of gender, race, ethnicity, family wealth, zip code, or disability status with the 

knowledge and skills needed to succeed in college, careers, and civic life. To 

deliver on this promise to Connecticut’s schoolchildren, the state will provide 

guidance and leadership to districts so they can support great schools where great 

teachers and leaders hold high expectations for all Connecticut students… 

Great schools support the academic, social, emotional, and physical health needs 

of students so they can thrive…” 

 

Except from the State Board Comprehensive Plan -2016-21 

 

 

 

Thank You! 

CONNECTICUT STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

 

If you have additional questions, please contact: 

Charlene Russell-Tucker, Chief Operating Officer 

Charlene.Russell-Tucker@ct.gov 
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For students to succeed academically, they 
must be present and engaged at school. 
Nationwide, approximately 6.8 million—
or one in seven—students miss 15 or more 
days during the school year.2 By most 
definitions, these students are considered 
‘chronically absent.’ Research shows that 

chronic absenteeism can affect academic 
performance in later grades and is a key early 
warning sign that a student is more likely 
to drop out of high school.3 Several states 
enacted legislation to address this issue, 
and many states are currently discussing the 
utility of chronic absenteeism as an indicator 
of school quality or student success (SQSS) 
in their accountability systems under the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 
This policy brief provides information for 
policymakers and state education leaders on 
the research, key issues and policy options 
available to address chronic absenteeism 
and improve attendance.

Understanding 
Chronic 
Absenteeism
States use several measures to track 
student attendance, including average daily 
attendance (ADA), chronic absenteeism 
and truancy. ADA refers to the percentage 
of students who attend school each day 
and is widely used by states to demonstrate 
attendance. ADA figures do not, however, 
reveal whether absences are concentrated 
among a small group of students with many 
absences, or dispersed amongst a larger 
number of students with fewer absences. As 
a result, ADA may mask chronic absenteeism 
problems because it will not identify 
students with excessive absences.4 

While ADA is defined very clearly, definitions 
of chronic absenteeism vary. For purposes 
of data collection and reporting in the 
Civil Rights Data Collection, the federal 
government defines chronic absenteeism as 
missing 15 or more days of school per year. 
State definitions differ; some states base 

Several states 
are using chronic 
absenteeism as an 
indicator of SQSS in 
their ESSA state plans. 

Chronic absenteeism 
is most prevalent 
among students in 
poverty, students with 
disabilities, students of 
color, students who are 
mobile and students 
who are involved in the 
juvenile justice system.

Chronic Absenteeism: A key 
indicator of student success
ALYSSA RAFA

POLICY 
ANALYSIS

FOCUS IN. 
Study up  
on important  
education policies.

NATIONWIDE, APPROXIMATELY ONE IN 
SEVEN STUDENTS MISSED 15 OR MORE 

DAYS OF INSTRUCTION IN 2013-14.1
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the definition on the number of days missed, while others 
define it in terms of percentage of time missed. For those 
states with percentage thresholds, chronic absenteeism 
is generally defined as missing 10 percent or more of the 
school year—approximately 18 days—depending on the 
length of the school year.5 While these varying definitions 
can create difficulties in data comparison and analysis, at 
the root of all definitions is the common understanding that 
chronic absenteeism includes all days of missed instruction, 
regardless of the reason. 

Truancy measures a student’s unexcused absences—
omitting absences that are excused and/or related to 
disciplinary measures. Due to a growing body of research 
that suggests missed instructional time inhibits student 
success, regardless of the cause of absence, some states 
have started to use chronic absenteeism as a primary 
measure of attendance. Additionally, ESSA now requires 
states to collect and report data on chronic absenteeism in 
their annual report cards.

Who is Chronically Absent?

High school students with disabilities are 1.4 times 
as likely to be chronically absent as high school 
students without disabilities. Compared to their 
white peers in elementary school, Native students 
are 1.9 times as likely, and black students are 1.4 
times as likely, to be chronically absent.

While chronic absenteeism affects students from all 
backgrounds at all grade levels, data indicate that some 
student groups are disproportionately affected. Chronic 
absenteeism is most prevalent among the youngest 

and oldest students, particularly those who already face 
significant academic challenges, including students living 
in poverty, students with disabilities, students of color, 
students who are mobile and students who are involved in 
the juvenile justice system.6 These student groups are often 
targeted with efforts to close the achievement gap, but 
unless such students are present and engaged, the impact 
of those efforts will likely be diminished.

Why are Students Chronically 
Absent?
Students miss days of school for a host of reasons. Research 
studies indicate that students missing 10 percent or more 
of the school year typically struggle with various barriers 
to attendance. In addition to the demographic factors 
mentioned above, these barriers may include, but are not 
limited to: poor health, family and work responsibilities, 
limited transportation options and unsafe routes to 
school, bullying and other safety issues, homelessness, 
ineffective school discipline, undiagnosed disabilities or 
disengagement from the school system. It is challenging to 
collect data on why students miss school, which impedes 
efforts to determine the root cause of chronic absence. 
However, developing a better understanding of these 
potential causes could inform more effective interventions. 

The Link Between Chronic 
Absenteeism and Student Success
Chronic absence is a proven sign of academic risk, as 
students who miss school are less likely to meet key 
academic milestones. Further, since students who already 
face significant academic challenges are disproportionately 
affected, persistent chronic absence has the potential to 
exacerbate the achievement gap. There is great potential 
to make headway in closing that gap, improving graduation 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?*

*While official state definitions vary, the definitions provided reflect the common understanding of each term.

Average Daily Attendance
A measure of the percentage  

of students in attendance  
each school day. 

Chronic Absenteeism
A measure of how much school a 
student misses for any reason—

including excused, unexcused and 
discipline-related absences. 

Truancy
A measure of a student’s  
unexcused absences only.
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rates and providing a higher-quality education to all 
students, if issues of chronic absenteeism are addressed 
effectively.

Evidence from several state-specific studies suggests 
that, even as early as preschool, chronic absenteeism is 
related to lower academic achievement.7 Students who are 
chronically absent in kindergarten and first grade are much 
less likely to achieve reading proficiency by third grade.8 
By the sixth grade, chronic absenteeism becomes one of 
the primary indicators that a student will drop out of high 
school;9 a study in Utah showed that students who were 
chronically absent for any year between eighth grade and 
twelfth grade were more than seven times more likely to 
drop out.10

The consequences of chronic absenteeism can persist 
through higher education and adulthood. High school drop-
outs are more likely to experience poverty and diminished 
health, and have an increased risk of being involved in 
the criminal justice system.11 Beyond high school, chronic 
absenteeism can predict lower levels of persistence and 
success in college.12

State Action to Address 
Chronic Absenteeism 
Research on the effects of chronic absence on student 
success has drawn the attention of policymakers and state 
education leaders throughout the nation. Many states have 
enacted policies to address chronic absenteeism in recent 
years. State action can be categorized into four general 
areas: attendance improvement plans, public awareness 
initiatives, data usage and early warning systems, and 
school improvement efforts.

State Plans to Guide Attendance 
Improvement
To spur better attendance, some state leaders instituted 
requirements for the development of attendance 
improvement plans and attendance monitoring teams. 

 J In 2015, policymakers in Connecticut enacted legislation 
aimed at reducing chronic absenteeism at the local 
level by requiring the establishment of district and 
school attendance review teams where rates of chronic 
absenteeism are high. The legislation also required the 
Connecticut Department of Education to develop a 
Chronic Absenteeism Prevention and Intervention Plan 
for use by local and regional boards of education.13 

 J Similarly, Indiana enacted legislation in 2013 requiring 
that the Indiana Department of Education provide 
resources and guidance to school districts concerning 
evidence-based practices and effective strategies 
to reduce absenteeism. This guidance includes an 
overview of the research on the predictors and effects 
of student absenteeism, as well as information on 
effective, research-based interventions.14 

 J A 2016 Oregon law requires the Oregon Department 
of Education to develop a state plan to, in part, provide 
schools and school districts with guidance and best 
practices for tracking, monitoring and addressing 
chronic absences.15 

Public Awareness Initiatives
Another strategy states use to combat poor attendance is 
to increase public awareness of the problem. While several 
public awareness campaigns revolve around Attendance 
Awareness Month each September, some states institute 
year-long strategies to raise public awareness of poor 
attendance.16 

 J In addition to working directly with districts to reduce 
absenteeism, the Arkansas Make Every Day Count 
initiative, led by the Arkansas Campaign for Grade 
Level Reading, releases public service announcements 
on local radio stations and provides messaging tools–
including handouts, buttons, banners and posters–to 
districts to reinforce the importance of attendance.17 

 J The Every Student Present! campaign in New York is 
a partnership between government, non-profit and 
educational organizations targeted toward school 
administrators, parents and community partners that  
aims to shed light on how chronic absence impacts 
student success. The campaign includes efforts to 
publish articles in education membership organization 
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publications, distribute informational materials, 
collaborate with youth advocacy organizations and 
develop a website to help local groups systematically 
address chronic absenteeism.18 

 J In Utah, Voices for Utah Children leads a public 
awareness campaign focused on educating 
stakeholders about the relationship between 
attendance and achievement. This campaign is 
centered around Attendance Awareness Month and 
aimed at the state’s teachers’ union, parent teacher 
association, elected officials and community leaders.19

Data Usage and Early Warning 
Systems 
Federal law now requires that states collect and report data 
on chronic absenteeism. States, schools and districts can 
use that data to identify problems of chronic absence and 
intervene as needed. The U.S. Department of Education 
defines an early warning system as “a system based on 
student data to identify students who exhibit behavior or 
academic performance that puts them at risk of dropping 
out of school.”20 Schools that implement early warning 
systems often use data to track attendance, behavior and 
course performance indicators. These indicators trigger 
interventions and provide a mechanism to identify those 
students who may be off track. There are several examples 
of states that use chronic absence data effectively and/or 
have incorporated measures of chronic absence into their 
early warning systems.

 J Hawaii provides on demand access to chronic 
absenteeism data at the school level and designates 
school officials with access to a list of students who 
miss more than 5 percent of the school year. This data is 
incorporated into the risk measures used in the state’s 
early warning system. 

 J The Massachusetts Early Warning Indicator System 
collects a wealth of data on students in first-12th grade 
and provides information to districts about whether 
their students are on track to meet their academic 
goals. Student attendance is included as an indicator for 
evaluating whether students require an intervention.21

 J The Rhode Island Department of Education includes 

information on chronic absenteeism for the state, 
districts and public schools as part of a publicly 
accessible, user friendly data resource called InfoWorks.22

 J The Virginia Early Warning System monitors student 
progress by tracking several warning signs, including 10 
percent absenteeism in the first 20 days of school, in 
the first grading period and over the entire year.23 

School Improvement
The strong link between chronic absenteeism and poor 
academic performance led some states to require this 
measure in the school improvement plans of low-performing 
schools. Many of the previously mentioned state guidance 
plans were developed with this effort in mind. 

 J As part of their 2013 chronic absence legislation, 
Indiana required that schools with a B grade or lower 
include a strategy to reduce absenteeism in their school 
improvement plan.24 

 J As part of efforts to improve third-grade literacy, Iowa 
now mandates that school districts include measures 
of chronic absenteeism in elementary schools in their 
school improvement plans. 

 J New Jersey added chronic absenteeism to its latest 
school performance reports, and any school with more 
than a 6 percent chronic absenteeism rate is advised to 
pay closer attention to attendance trends. 

 J In Virginia, high schools identified under the state 
accountability system as ”in need of improvement” are 
required to use the Virginia Early Warning System to 
monitor whether students are on track to graduate.

ESSA and Chronic 
Absenteeism
ESSA requires that annual state report cards include the 
chronic absenteeism information submitted for purposes of 
the Civil Rights Data Collection. ESSA also provides increased 
flexibility to states to incorporate chronic absenteeism 
directly into state accountability systems as one indicator of 
SQSS. Finally, ESSA provides flexibility to school districts to 
use their Title II professional development fund allocations 
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to train staff on issues “related to school conditions for 
student learning,” including chronic absenteeism.25  

ESSA Accountability Systems 
As a part of state accountability systems, ESSA requires 
five indicators: four specified academic indicators and one 
measure, chosen by the state, of SQSS. Taken together, 
this accountability structure is intended to provide a more 
holistic measure of school performance.

The SQSS indicator must be given less than “substantial 
weight” in accountability calculations, with the four 
other measures receiving “much greater weight” in the 
aggregate.26 Research suggests that chronic absenteeism 
serves as a good measure of school performance under 
accountability systems because it is measurable, it provides 
meaningful differentiation between schools and because 
reductions in chronic absence are linked to improvements in 
academic achievement. Chronic absenteeism is a measure 
that meets the requirements of an SQSS indicator and 
because ESSA requires reporting of chronic absenteeism in 
state report cards, states that use this measure for SQSS 
should have the data readily available. 

Under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, states could 
apply for waivers to customize their accountability systems, 
and a few states chose to use chronic absenteeism as 
a measure of school and student performance under 
those waivers.27 For example, California’s CORE districts 
received a federal waiver and created the School Quality 
Improvement Index, including chronic absenteeism as one 
of the five social-emotional and culture-climate factors.28 

Policy Considerations
 J Adopt a standard state definition of chronic absence. 
Varying definitions create unnecessary difficulties in 
data comparison and analysis. Research suggests that 
a definition using a specified percentage of missed 

instructional days is preferable to one using a specified 
number of days, because a percentage threshold 
promotes earlier identification of students to trigger 
intervention.29 

 J Use data effectively by collecting longitudinal 
attendance data, calculating chronic absence rates, 
breaking the data down by sub group, and providing 
schools and districts with the ability to target resources 
and interventions based on those data. Consider 
incorporating chronic absenteeism data into early 
warning systems to provide timely interventions to at-
risk students.30

 J Consider incorporating chronic absenteeism into 
ESSA-required state accountability plans, as research 
shows that improvements in attendance boost efforts 
to close achievement gaps. Incorporating this measure 
will encourage schools to adopt and implement 
effective interventions to reduce chronic absenteeism. 
This measure meets the law’s requirements, is closely 
linked to student achievement and is valid and reliable.31   

 J Use Title II training funds to train school personnel 
in addressing issues related to school conditions for 
student learning, including chronic absenteeism.32

 J Use coordinated and cross-sector approaches to 
understand and address the root causes of chronic 
absenteeism. States may consider creating an inter-
agency task force or commission to determine how 
resources and information can best be leveraged 
across sectors. Key partners in addressing this issue 
include education departments, health departments 
and organizations, homelessness organizations, 
children’s advocacy organizations and juvenile justice 
departments. 

 J Encourage schools and districts to institute parental 
engagement initiatives. Research suggests that low 
cost communication with parents—including a simple 
mailing—can help reduce absenteeism. A Harvard 
study showed that a single mailing to the parents and 
guardians of chronically absent students in Philadelphia 
improved attendance in all grades K-12.33
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although the average daily attendance rate for Tennessee students is 95 percent, almost 45,000, or 10 percent, 
of Tennessee K–3 students missed at least a month’s worth of school days during the 2014-15 school year. These 
“chronically absent” students present a particular problem for schools that are charged with developing foundational 
literacy and numeracy skills, as missing so many days means an uphill battle to help students regain lost ground. 
Chronic absenteeism is a challenge faced by most Tennessee schools. In fact, the vast majority of the approximately 
900 elementary schools in Tennessee have at least 5 percent chronically absent students. This report details the 
landscape of chronic absenteeism in the early grades of Tennessee public schools by documenting which students are 
most likely to be chronically absent and how chronic absenteeism relates to student achievement.

Central Findings
• Almost all elementary schools serve chronically absent students, even schools with the highest 

average daily attendance rates. 

• Chronic absenteeism is particularly prevalent for economically disadvantaged students. 
Economically disadvantaged students are three times more likely to be chronically absent in 
elementary schools than their non-economically disadvantaged peers.

• On average, by the end of third grade, a student who is chronically absent in kindergarten misses 
80 days of school, while a student who is not chronically absent misses 30 days of school.  This 
50-day gap means that a chronically absent student misses more than a quarter of a school year 
more than his or her non-chronically absent peers over those first four years in public school—
making it more difficult to help these students reach proficiency in the classroom.

• A student who is chronically absent in third grade is significantly less likely to be reading on 
grade level (as measured by the TCAP English language arts exam) than a demographically 
similar peer who is not chronically absent. 

The department hopes to shed light on this problem and provide information on 
identifying chronically absent students in order to target support and empower districts 
to address this critical challenge.

This report was written by Jonathon Attridge with support from Mary 
Batiwalla, Laura Booker, Lacey Hartigan, Nate Schwartz, and Zac Stone. 
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INTRODUCTION

For students to succeed in school, they must attend school. 
It is especially important for students to be present in the 
early grades, as this is when they develop foundational 
literacy and numeracy skills that serve as the building blocks 
for their success in later grades. Student attendance is an 
often-overlooked measure that can play a significant role in 
addressing student deficiencies.

Missing a lot of school in the early grades has been 
documented as having both immediate negative impacts 
(e.g., engagement, literacy, and early grades achievement) 

and long-term negative impacts (e.g., graduation and 
postsecondary success).1 Thus, students who are frequently 
absent are of particular concern. However, high overall 
daily attendance rates often mask the problem of chronic 
absenteeism. 

This report highlights the issue of chronic absenteeism for 
Tennessee early grades students. It is organized around six 
questions:

What is chronic absenteeism?1

What can districts and schools do to reduce chronic absenteeism?6

2 What does chronic absenteeism look like in Tennessee’s early grades?

3 Which students are more likely to be chronically absent?

4 What factors can predict whether a student will be chronically absent? 

5 To what extent is chronic absenteeism related to student achievement in third grade? 
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WHAT IS CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM?

For many years, Tennessee has 
publicly reported schools’ average 
daily attendance (ADA) rates, which is 
the percentage of enrolled students 
attending school on a given day. 
However, this rate does not tell the 
whole story about student attendance. 
Specifically, this rate ignores the 
frequency with which certain students 
miss school. In Tennessee, we classify 
a student as chronically absent if she 
or he misses at least 10 percent of the 
school year.2 In Tennessee, the ADA rate 
is approximately 95 percent in 2014-
15; yet, 10 percent of  K–3  students 
are chronically absent. This means 
that approximately 45,000 students in 
grades  K–3  are missing at least 18 days 
of school, almost a full month, annually 
across the state.

Figure 1 displays how ADA rates compare 
to chronic absenteeism rates in Tennessee elementary 
schools. Each point represents an elementary school. The 
vertical axis represents the ADA rate and the horizontal 
axis displays the percent of students who are classified as 
chronically absent. The figure shows that when the ADA rate 

is higher the percent of students who are chronically absent is 
lower. However, many elementary schools (in the shaded area 
above) have greater than 95 percent ADA, but more than 10 
percent of students who are chronically absent.

Figure 1.  Comparing average daily attendance (ADA) and chronic  
absenteeism rates in Tennessee elementary schools

The Consequences of Chronic Absenteeism

Studies from around the country have explored the consequences 
of chronic absenteeism. Chronic absenteeism is related to higher 
numbers of disciplinary incidents, higher disengagement, and 
lower academic achievement—both in the short and long term—
which decrease the likelihood that a student graduates high school 
on time and enrolls in postsecondary.3 In kindergarten, being 
chronically absent may lead to worse academic performance in first 
grade, which results in a smaller likelihood of reading at grade level 
by third grade.4 For economically disadvantaged students, missing 
school is particularly harmful to literacy development, even more 
so than for non-economically disadvantaged students.5  

A variety of non-school issues, including students’ chronic health 
conditions and housing instability, often lead to chronic absenteeism; 
however, schools can play a role in reducing the likelihood of a 
student being chronically absent. Schools and educators can use data 
to identify students more likely to be chronically absent, establish 
communication systems, and employ existing support services—family 
resource centers and healthy school teams—to involve community 
stakeholders in the development of a comprehensive strategy to 
reduce chronic absenteeism.6
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WHAT DOES CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM LOOK 
LIKE IN TENNESSEE’S EARLY GRADES?

It is a common misconception that 
missing school is only harmful when 
many consecutive days are missed. 
Chronic absenteeism is not necessarily 
marked by students missing school for 
large chunks of time but could also be 
the result of missing sporadically over 
the course of the year. Figure 2 shows 
that chronically absent  K–3  students 
tend to miss school throughout the 
school year, rather than in large 
chunks.7 A student who misses two 
days every  month would be identified 
as chronically absent by the end of 
the year; this time missed, although 
spread throughout the year, would add 
up to a month of lost learning time. 

Almost all of Tennessee’s elementary 
schools have some chronically absent 
students. In the vast majority of 
the approximately 900 elementary 
schools in Tennessee, at least five 
percent of the student body was 
chronically absent. 

Figure 3 displays the number 
of students who are chronically 
absent in each of Tennessee’s 
elementary schools. Interestingly, 
there are a subset of elementary 
schools that educate a larger 

Figure 2.  Average days missed in each month for  K–3  students

Figure 3.  Number of chronically absent students in Tennessee elementary schools
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portion of chronically absent students: One-quarter of the 
chronically absent students are concentrated within 100 
elementary schools, which are depicted to the right of the 
red dotted line in Figure 3.  Thus, while chronic absenteeism 
is prevalent across the state, a relatively small number 
of elementary schools serve a large percentage of the 
chronically absent students.

As Figure 4 shows, chronic absenteeism rates differ across 
grades throughout elementary school. In the 2014-15 school 
year, about 13 percent of kindergarteners were chronically 
absent, but that number dropped to about 8 percent in 

the third grade. In Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K program, 
more than 20 percent of students were chronically absent.8 
While the percentage of students declines in each grade 
between kindergarten and third grade, a sizable percentage 
of students continue to miss school regularly as they enter 
tested grades. 

Figure 4.  Rates of chronic absenteeism for grades Pre-K–3  in 2014-15 in Tennessee elementary schools
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 A sizable percentage of students continue to 
miss school regularly as they enter tested grades. 
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WHICH STUDENTS ARE MORE LIKELY  
TO BE CHRONICALLY ABSENT?

Our most disadvantaged students are missing a lot of potential 
learning time. Efforts to catch up historically underserved 
students are hindered by high rates of chronic absenteeism. 
While this section delves into chronic absenteeism for third 
graders in the 2014-15 school year, patterns are consistent 
across elementary school grades. 

Figure 5 shows differences in chronic absenteeism rates for 
2014-15 third graders. While around three percent of non-
economically disadvantaged (ED) students are chronically 
absent in third grade, around 11 percent of ED students are 
chronically absent. This means that ED students are three 
times more likely to be chronically absent. Students with 
disabilities (SWD) are also more likely to be chronically 
absent; over 12 percent of students who are classified as 
having a disability are chronically absent relative to seven 

percent of non-SWD students. Differences in chronic 
absenteeism rates across racial/ethnic groups in third 
grade reveal that black students are more likely than the 
average student to be chronically absent: 12 percent of black 
students were chronically absent compared to just under 
eight percent of white students, five percent of Hispanic 
students, and 3 percent of Asian students. 

Figure 5.  Rates of chronic absenteeism for subgroups of third graders in the 2014-15 school year
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Figure 6 illustrates that students who are chronically absent 
in a particular school year were more likely to have been 
chronically absent in a prior year. Over two-thirds of the 
students who were chronically absent in third grade in 
the 2014–15 school year were chronically absent during at 
least one prior school year and almost half were chronically 
absent in two or more previous school years. This suggests 
that students who were previously chronically absent are 
more likely to be chronically absent again. For example, 

chronically absent students in third grade have missed, on 
average, 80 school days between kindergarten and third 
grade relative to non-chronically absent peers, who have 
missed 30 days on average, over the same four-year span. 
This difference amounts to 50 days of learning over 4 years, 
which is equivalent to over a quarter of a school year—
suggesting that the cycle of missing school begins early and 
results in a large loss of instructional time. 

Figure 6.  Of chronically absent third graders in the 2014-15 school year, percent who were chronically absent in prior school years
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CAN CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM BE 
IDENTIFIED EARLY IN THE SCHOOL YEAR?

Two factors stand out as being particularly relevant when 
predicting the likelihood of a student being chronically 
absent in a given year: 1) whether he or she was chronically 
absent in the previous year and 2) whether he or she misses 
multiple school days in the first month of the school year. 
If a student was chronically absent in the previous school 
year, he or she is 10 times more likely than a non-chronically 
absent student to be chronically absent in the following year. 

As illustrated in Figure 7, attendance in the first few weeks of 
school can also predict the likelihood that a student will be 
chronically absent that year. Students who miss at least three 
days of school in August are five times more likely to be 
chronically absent than students who do not miss three days 
of school in August. Schools can leverage this information 
to identify students who are most likely to be chronically 
absent and target appropriate supports. 

Figure 7.  Percent of students chronically absent in  K–3  grouped by the number of days missed in August
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WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF CHRONIC 
ABSENTEEISM ON THIRD GRADE ACHIEVEMENT?

Third grade students in the 2014–15 school year who were 
chronically absent were less likely to be proficient in English 
language arts (ELA) and math. As shown in Figure 8, in 
third-grade math, 66 percent of non-chronically absent 
students were on grade level in math relative to 43 percent 
of chronically absent students. In ELA, 44 percent of non-
chronically absent third graders were on grade level, while 28 
percent of chronically absent students were on grade level.  

To further examine the relationship between achievement 
and chronic absenteeism, we limited the analysis to students 
who scored proficient on the second grade assessment (SAT-
10) in the 2013-14 school year.9 By limiting the comparison 
to students who scored similarly in second grade, we have 
more confidence that being chronically absent in third grade 
is driving the difference in achievement results at the end of 

that school year. Of proficient second grade students on the 
2014 SAT-10 reading strand, 57 percent of non-chronically 
absent third graders were proficient or advanced on the TCAP 
ELA relative to 48 percent of chronically absent students. 
Using a similar method to estimate third grade TCAP math 
achievement, 80 percent of non-chronically absent students 
were proficient, whereas 68 percent of chronically absent 
students were proficient. We also compared students who 
started at other levels in second grade and concluded 
that regardless of how the student performed in second 
grade, chronically absent students were less likely to score 
proficient or higher on the third grade TCAP. 

We also looked at the compounding impact of multiple 
years of chronic absenteeism on student achievement. The 
performance of students relative to the number of years 

Figure 8.  Third grade TCAP achievement for chronically and non-chronically absent students
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that the student was chronically absent before third grade 
is shown in Figure 9. While 47 percent of non-chronically 
absent students were proficient in ELA in third grade, only 
28 percent of students who were chronically absent in 
multiple years were proficient. Essentially, as we look at the 
absences of students each year from kindergarten through 

third grade, we find that each year a student is chronically 
absent the likelihood decreases that the student is on grade 
level in math or ELA by 12 and 17 percent, respectively. This 
compounding impact of chronic absenteeism reinforces that 
attendance is important at all grade levels.

Figure 9.  Third grade proficiency grouped by the number of school years chronically absent
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Chronic absenteeism can be particularly harmful for 
economically disadvantaged students. In Figure 10, the 
percentage of students who scored proficient or advanced 
on TCAP math and ELA is computed for economically 
disadvantaged and non-economically disadvantaged 
students at different levels of absenteeism. Students who 
are non-ED, but have high levels of absenteeism, perform 
similary to students who are ED and miss very little school. 
In ELA, the difference between ED and non-ED is particularly 
troubling. Non-ED chronically absent students were more 
likely to be proficient than ED students who attended school 

regularly.  Just 24 percent of chronically absent ED students 
were on grade level in third grade, suggesting that both 
non-chronically absent ED peers as well as the chronically 
absent non-ED students were almost 50 percent more likely 
to be proficient in third grade. Overall, the achievement gap 
between non-ED and ED students is stark and persistent. 
Chronic absenteeism does not drive the achievement gap, 
but it contributes to its magnitude. Nonetheless, these 
results confirm that all students suffer when they miss 
school, but when the most disadvantaged students are 
chronically absent, their disadvantage is magnified. 

Figure 10.  Attendance in third grade, economic disadvantage, and proficiency rates
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WHAT CAN DISTRICTS AND SCHOOLS DO 
TO REDUCE CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM?

Chronic absenteeism in the early grades poses a significant 
challenge for students, teachers, and schools. When 
learning time is lost, student achievement suffers. 

To address chronic absenteeism, districts and schools 
should establish procedures for strategic use of attendance 

data and outline steps for monitoring and supporting 
students who are most likely to be chronically absent. 
Districts can use school-level data to identify which schools 
have a high percentage of chronically absent students. 
Recommendations for helping reduce chronic absenteeism 
are listed below. 

Understand student attendance history and monitor  
absenteeism patterns regularly

Schools should be aware of who has been chronically absent in previous years and monitor who is 
absent at regular intervals (at least quarterly). Student attendance patterns in August can provide 
signals on student attendance patterns for the rest of the year. Focus on students from historically 
underperforming subgroups for whom the likelihood of missing school is greater and its impact is 
more profound in harming academic performance.

Communicate the importance of attendance  
and negative impact of chronic absenteeism with parents

Schools should decide which staff members are responsible for reaching out to parents, when 
parents will be contacted, and when follow up will occur. Of utmost importance is the knowledge of 
existing student and family supports— such as family resource centers and healthy school teams— 
to involve community stakeholders in the development of a comprehensive strategy to promote 
student attendance.9 Strong relationships with families beginning when students enter elementary 
school are essential to reducing chronic absenteeism. 

Support chronically absent students by intervening early

Schools should target students whose attendance data indicate they may be at risk for being 
chronically absent. This outreach includes involving key school personnel and students’ families. 
Ideas for intervention include identifying means of fortifying positive connections to support 
students’ and families’ engagement with school. Early intervention is key to promoting better 
attendance patterns and addressing the underly causes of chronic absenteeism.

1

2

3
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Tier 2
Students missing 10 percent 
or more of the current or 
prior school year

These recommendations align with suggestions by 
Attendance Works which proposes a tiered intervention 
process. This framework, as seen in Figure 11, can be 
adapted to a school’s individual context. Tier I outlines 
general attendance strategies for all students, while  Tiers II 
and III increase the intensity of supports depending on the 
student attendance patterns. The first two recommendations 
above are aimed at all students (Tier I) and recommendation 
three targets supports at students who have missed a large 
number of school days (Tier II and III). 

While chronic absenteeism is a challenge for all schools,  
there are ways of addressing and potentially mitigating 
the problem. First, schools must understand the scope 

of chronic absenteeism. To this end, this report presents 
which students are most likely to be chronically absent 
and how chronic absenteeism can have impacts on student 
achievement. Nonetheless, because chronically absent 
students likely face a variety of other challenges that 
contribute to their absenteeism, achievement differences 
between chronically absent students and their peers are 
likely not the result of the absences alone. By monitoring 
data and developing strategic plans around chronic 
absenteeism and its root causes, elementary schools can 
reduce the likelihood a student is chronically absent and 
integrate chronically absent students back into school, thus 
improving trajectories for early grades students.

Figure 11.  Three tiers of intervention to reduce chronic absenteeism10 
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OTHER RESOURCES

The Tennessee Department of Education has developed a 
close partnership with Attendance Works to support the U.S. 
Department of Education, Department of Health and Human 
Services, Department of Justice, and Department of Housing 
and Urban Development’s joint initiative—Every Student 
Every Day: A National Initiative to Address and Eliminate 
Chronic Absenteeism—which seeks to support coordinated 
community action that addresses the underlying causes 
of local chronic absenteeism. The Tennessee Department 
of Education encourages LEAs to work with schools to set 

targets around reducing chronic absenteeism, beginning 
in 2016-17 with a plan to reduce chronic absenteeism by 
10 percent per year. For the level of chronic absenteeism 
in your school or district, please visit our Data Downloads 
page (www.tn.gov/education/topic/data-downloads).  For 
resources on how superintendents, schools, and community 
partners can work collectively, please see Every Student, 
Every Day: Community Toolkit to Address and Eliminate 
Chronic Absenteeism (http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/
chronicabsenteeism/toolkit.pdf).

NOTES

1. See, for example, Page, A., Petteruti, A., Walsh, N., 
Ziedenberg, J. (2007).  Education and public safety. 
Washington, DC: Justice Policy Center.

2. Many states do not report on chronic absenteeism and those 
that do have varying definitions ranging from defining 
chronic absenteeism as missing anywhere from 15 to 40 days. 
For examples on how other states report and monitor chronic 
absenteeism, see Harris, K. (2015). In school and on track: 
Attorney General’s 2015 report on California’s elementary 
school truancy and absenteeism crisis. Accessed February 2, 
2015.

3. Gottfried, M.A. (2009). Excused versus unexcused: How 
student absences in Elementary school affect academic 
achievement. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
31(4), 215-229. Gottfried, M. A. (2011). Absent peers 
in elementary years: The negative classroom effects of 
unexcused absences on standardized testing outcomes. 
Teachers College Record, 113(8).

4. Ehrlrich, S., Gwynne, J.A., Pareja, A.S., and Allensworth, E.M. 
(2013). Preschool Attendance in Chicago Public Schools: 
Relationships with Learning Outcomes and Reasons for 
Absences. Chicago: The University of Chicago Consortium on 
Chicago School Reform. 

5. Ready, Douglas D., 2010. “Socioeconomic disadvantage, 
school attendance, and early cognitive development: 
The differential effects of school exposure”. Sociology of 
Education, 83:4. Pgs. 271-286.

6. Balfanz, R. & Byrnes, V. (2012). The Importance of Being 
in School: A Report on Absenteeism in the Nation’s Public 
Schools. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Center for 
School Organization of Schools. 

7. The dip in March in the number of days missed on average is 
due to the tendency of many school districts to have extended 
breaks for a spring break. 

8. In Voluntary Pre-K, attendance is not compulsory. 
Participation is voluntary and parents can withdraw their 
child at any time. Excessive unexcused absences could result 
in dismissal from the program. The percentage of students is 
limited to pre-K students who were enrolled for 45 days in the 
2014-15 school year.

9. The SAT-10 is a norm-referenced achievement test. Proficiency 
levels on the SAT-10 are not set by the Tennessee Department 
of Education and do not align with Tennessee State Standards. 
The level is used to give a general measure of achievement 
prior to third grade. 

10. Attendance Works provides tools with examples of 
interventions at each tier: http://www.attendanceworks.org/
tools/schools/3-tiers-of-intervention/
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