
This brief is one in a series aimed at providing K-12 education decision makers and advocates with an evidence
base to ground discussions about how to best serve students during and following the novel coronavirus pandemic.
Click here to learn more about the EdResearch for Recovery Project and view the set of COVID-19 response-and-
recovery topic areas and practitioner-generated questions.

DISTRICT STRATEGIES TO REDUCE 
STUDENT ABSENTEEISM

EdResearch for Recovery - March 2022

EdResearch

Michael Gottfried | University of Pennsylvania
Lindsay Page & Danielle Edwards | Annenberg Institute at Brown University

For Recovery

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER

March 2022

Brief No. 22

1

Partnering with other public
agencies and community-
based organizations shows
promise for
comprehensively
responding to complex
challenges some students
face to strong school
attendance.  
For frequently absent
students, absence
intervention teams that
holistically respond to
causes of student truancy
are more effective than
strategies that punish
students with suspension
or expulsion. 

Tier 3Tier 2

Data systems that identify
students for increased
support based on
attendance, behavior, and
academic metrics can
facilitate targeted efforts to
reduce chronic
absenteeism. 
School-based mentorship
programs have been
shown to improve
attendance and academic
outcomes for students at
all grade levels. 

Safe, reliable transportation to and
from school and a safe school
environment promote daily
attendance. 
Providing detailed and timely
information to parents about their
child’s absences and positive
messaging about school can
improve attendance. 
Home visiting by nurses or
teachers can provide greater
insight into why children are
absent and foster stronger
relationships between families and
schools.  
Students are more engaged—and
more likely to attend school—
when their schoolwork connects
to their own identity and when
they feel a sense of belonging at
school. 
Addressing students’ and families’
morning barriers, routines, and
engagement shows promising
evidence of improving attendance.
Attendance interventions that
target physical health at school
are particularly effective, and this
is even more salient during COVID.

Tier 1

https://annenberg.brown.edu/recovery


Absences decrease students’ test scores, course grades, and on-time graduation.

Missing school negatively affects academic and socioemotional outcomes for all students,
but the impacts are largest for low-performing, low-income, and English learner students. 
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Missing school regularly also reduces students’ self-efficacy, eagerness to learn, and social engagement. 
The negative effects of school absences are larger for low-performing, low-income, and English learner
students. 

Students who are chronically absent in kindergarten have lower attendance rates and achievement in

future grades. 

States and school districts commonly define chronic absenteeism as being absent from school more than
10% of days by the end of the school year.
Students in classes with higher percentages of chronically absent students have lower test scores.

Families report that transportation access is the largest barrier to school attendance.

The biggest drivers of absenteeism are transportation challenges, student health, school
climate, mobility, and poverty—for individual students and for communities.

Students who walk through dangerous neighborhoods to get to school or who have long commutes to school
have lower attendance rates. 

Students with chronic health conditions miss school more often.

Districts located in cities with higher rates of asthma and colder weather have a higher percentage of
chronically absent students.
Poor classroom ventilation is associated with increased absences due to illness. 
Mental health drives absenteeism too. Chronically absent students report personal stress as a reason they are
absent from school. 

Children who enjoy school are less likely to be chronically absent, while children who report conflicts

with teachers and other students are more likely to miss school. 

When parents engage with student learning by attending school events, students are more likely to attend
school regularly.

Low-income students and students experiencing housing instability are more likely to be chronically

absent.

Students living in neighborhoods with higher poverty levels, lower homeownership rates, and more violent
crimes have more absences. 

The virtual learning environment, increased physical and mental health concerns, and
reduced transportation access associated with the COVID-19 pandemic have exacerbated
the problems that cause student absences. 

Districts and teachers reported lower attendance rates and challenges with student engagement as a

result of the pandemic.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831209350494
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858419867692
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272721000773
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0013189X21994488
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10824669.2014.962696
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10824669.2014.962696
https://direct.mit.edu/edfp/article/12/2/137/10267/Are-Student-Absences-Worth-the-Worry-in-U-S
https://direct.mit.edu/edfp/article-abstract/12/2/137/10267/Are-Student-Absences-Worth-the-Worry-in-U-S
https://direct.mit.edu/edfp/article-abstract/12/2/137/10267/Are-Student-Absences-Worth-the-Worry-in-U-S
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED535768
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED535768
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/the-problem/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/the-problem/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042085915618709
https://education.wayne.edu/detroit_ed_research/10why_do_detroit_students_miss_school_implications_for_returning_to_school_after_covid-19_1021.pdf
https://sociologicalscience.com/articles-v6-5-118/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831219833917?casa_token=u42DtdEE9FEAAAAA:wbrgy813u4SSnM3_oiDbjFZAeSVTPxMqZla5l8nrXy3CRzrnbNTzBa7T1taF14AmjY6Q57HcBomMxg
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3431954/
https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=23652
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/ina.12042
http://www.hsredesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Aggregate-RCA-Report-Final-1.pdf
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/44k9016t
https://academic.oup.com/cs/article-abstract/38/3/137/2392041
https://education.wayne.edu/detroit_ed_research/10why_do_detroit_students_miss_school_implications_for_returning_to_school_after_covid-19_1021.pdf
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/44k9016t
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0038040710383520?casa_token=yqT9XIPsTekAAAAA%3AifM7N1O-C_rgJg4H00KoVRDpFfer3QdzHRHCap1ZlmS9_5Y8PNyeYcuX7TSlpuh-U1So1xH3ODPQsQ
https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=23652
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0042085913475634?casa_token=y7mN-L4ClzwAAAAA%3AWMY19HvK4M5TF_BK0GocAuf53INiT20GbxGlJLwQ-uoPGkhxjS1oIk5cf3DdgqyLeI9aS8Z1eg3f2A
https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=23652
https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=23652
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/2021-07/research-brief-covid-survey-student-attendance-june-2021_0.pdf
https://epicedpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Fall_COIVD_Survey_Policy_Brief_April2021.pdf
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Households isolated from their school communities with little internet access were less engaged with schools
during remote learning.

School and/or public bus transportation benefits all students, particularly those in rural areas and

those from low-income or single-parent households. 

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER

Safe, reliable transportation to and from school and a safe school environment promote
daily attendance. 

DISTRICT STRATEGIES TO REDUCE STUDENT ABSENTEEISM

Public transportation use decreased since March 2020 because of the increased risk of infectious

disease transmission in confined spaces.

The rates of childhood depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation have significantly increased since

the pandemic started.

Relative to before the pandemic, schools and families may be less likely to send children to school

when they have symptoms of an illness or have been in contact with someone who is sick.

In a 2021 survey, half of districts reported experiencing a severe or desperate school bus driver shortage.
Two-thirds of districts reported altering school bus service in fall 2021. 

In urban contexts contending with high rates of crime, monitoring common walking routes and

facilitating students to walk to school in large groups show promise for ensuring safe travel to school.

For families contending with undocumented status, concern about their children’s safety within

school is a barrier to regular school attendance. 

Recent innovations in transportation efforts, not yet backed by rigorous evidence, include door-to-door van
services, ride-sharing services, and family carpool coordination. 

TIER 1 STRATEGIES Reaching all students with broad-based and preventative supports

More targeted transportation support may be needed for students who are homeless, live in foster

care, have disabilities, live in rural settings, travel long distances to school, or exhibit signs of chronic

absence.

Two-way text messaging can facilitate faster identification of and response to barriers to regular

attendance. 

Providing detailed and timely information to parents about their child’s absences and
positive messaging about school can improve attendance. 

Parents often underestimate how much school their child has missed. Equipping them about their

child’s attendance through flyers or text messaging can reduce absences. 

In Philadelphia, an experimental study found that personalized mailers sent home to parents reduced chronic
absenteeism by 10% or more, in part by updating parents’ information of how much school their children had
missed. 

https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/3-tiers-of-intervention/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2378023120988200
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-08-24/coronavirus-cases-force-6500-lausd-students-miss-school
https://education.wayne.edu/detroit_ed_research/10why_do_detroit_students_miss_school_implications_for_returning_to_school_after_covid-19_1021.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2782796?guestAccessKey=05734066-1e37-4d9a-94a7-572bb9947b06&utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_content=tfl&utm_term=080921
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/147/3/e2020029280/33202/Suicide-Ideation-and-Attempts-in-a-Pediatric
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590198220301536?via%3Dihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21167784/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21167784/
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/nsta/70966/2021-08-31-PR-3N-Driver-Shortage-Survey-2021-08-27-FINAL.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0162373717699472
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0885200621000399
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0042085913475634
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jue.2019.01.001
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08959048211049416
https://edsource.org/2019/lost-days-inside-one-rural-california-districts-effort-to-combat-chronic-absenteeism/613135
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124517690227
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0002831219860816
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-018-0328-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-018-0328-1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10824669.2018.1434658
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-018-0328-1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10824669.2018.1434658
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In Pittsburgh, a two-way text-messaging pilot reduced chronic absence among kindergarten students while
supporting families to navigate barriers to attendance such as poor access to laundry facilities and new
transportation needs related to home eviction.   

Rather than focusing explicitly on desired outcomes such as attendance, teachers’ conversations

with parents can focus on their hopes and dreams and shared goals for their children to facilitate

relationship building and trust.

Home visiting is particularly effective for students whose families might otherwise lack a strong

relationship with the school. 

Home visiting by nurses or teachers can provide greater insight into why children are
absent and foster stronger relationships between families and schools.  

DISTRICT STRATEGIES TO REDUCE STUDENT ABSENTEEISM

School- and community-wide messaging campaigns promoting strong school attendance show

promise but must be designed with care. 

Messaging focused on incentives (which can be financial) and positive messaging for attending school works
better than messaging focused on reducing absenteeism, which could be construed as punitive. 

Courses employing culturally relevant pedagogy can improve academic performance and attendance,

particularly among lower-performing students. 

Schools can help families address school-going logistics through access to laundry services, public

transportation, school-partnered ride share, or school breakfast.

For students with disabilities, learning in a self-contained special education classroom has been

linked to a reduced sense of belonging, thereby placing an impetus on researchers and policymakers

to understanding why and how to better support those in these settings

Attendance interventions that target physical health at school are particularly effective, and
this is even more salient during COVID. 

In-school health services, including school nurses, vaccinations, school-based health centers, dental

care, and mental health counseling, can improve student access to adequate healthcare, which can

improve student attendance.

School infrastructure remains an important factor for many attendance interventions and is especially

so for students with breathing-related diseases. Examples have included proper ventilation or

asbestos removal.

Students are more engaged—and more likely to attend school—when their schoolwork
connects to their own identity and when they feel a sense of belonging at school. 

Addressing students’ and families’ morning barriers, routines, and engagement shows
promising evidence of improving attendance.

Teachers greeting students as they arrive also improves student attendance via better student

engagement.

New research suggests that having a teacher of the same race or ethnicity as the student in the first

period of the day might reduce absences.

Hybrid models that combine on-site and telehealth care, show promise for increasing access to care, such as
treatment for asthma and dental care.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10824669.2018.1434658?casa_token=-mSG5ua_5x8AAAAA%3AJIucygZuQT6wjrO5gvnp4U2p_kXUJwpAzliw0I6phFUQMw21hbeBCT1mqCcbtRZLhISxi5WCrJI
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10824669.2018.1438898
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/messaging/incentives/
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/toward-reduced-poverty-across-generations
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/get2school
http://gradelevelreading.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Student-Outcomes-and-Parent-Teacher-Home-Visits.pdf
http://www.pthvp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/18-11-30-Student-Outcomes-and-PTHV-Report-FINAL.pdf
http://www.pthvp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/18-11-30-Student-Outcomes-and-PTHV-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0002831216677002
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/scmsAdmin/media/users/lwb232/IESP_WP03-17_Chronic_1.pdf
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/scmsAdmin/media/users/lwb232/IESP_WP03-17_Chronic_1.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373717699472?casa_token=vUDu_yZArKAAAAAA%3AL5pySc4ozwHcN1P2L3T4hPI8ZGPmldBHcqIsx-l8fnYCsV5fw37lPFrcie5rHGd8NKVc-MIlFFcn1g
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373717699472?casa_token=vUDu_yZArKAAAAAA%3AL5pySc4ozwHcN1P2L3T4hPI8ZGPmldBHcqIsx-l8fnYCsV5fw37lPFrcie5rHGd8NKVc-MIlFFcn1g
https://ridezum.com/child-transportation-services.html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373721991572
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1098300717753831
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/01623737211032241
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0013189X21994488
https://www.annallergy.org/article/S1081-1206(19)30146-2/fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/ina.12042
https://philadelphia.chalkbeat.org/2021/8/16/22627827/asbestos-troubles-at-masterman-raise-concerns-about-other-philadelphia-schools-as-first-day-looms
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29031700/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12755681/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23598571/
https://dentistry.usc.edu/poor-oral-health-can-mean-missed-school-lower-grades/#:~:text=Poor%20oral%20health%2C%20dental%20disease,of%20Dentistry%20of%20USC%20study.&text=%E2%80%9COn%20average%2C%20elementary%20children%20missed,school%20children%20missed%202.6%20days.
https://dentistry.usc.edu/poor-oral-health-can-mean-missed-school-lower-grades/#:~:text=Poor%20oral%20health%2C%20dental%20disease,of%20Dentistry%20of%20USC%20study.&text=%E2%80%9COn%20average%2C%20elementary%20children%20missed,school%20children%20missed%202.6%20days.
https://www.norc.org/Research/Projects/Pages/advancing-the-adoption-of-telehealth-in-child-care-centers-and-schools-to-promote-childrens-health.aspx
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2667559
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2014/06/30/expanding-the-dental-team
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Early warning indicator systems combined with follow-up supports reduced chronic absenteeism

among 9th grade students in Chicago and among middle school students across a host of urban

school districts.

Data systems that identify students for increased support based on attendance, behavior,
and academic metrics can facilitate targeted efforts to reduce chronic absenteeism. 

DISTRICT STRATEGIES TO REDUCE STUDENT ABSENTEEISM

Pairing students with role models and mentor programs can improve positive attitudes for students

coming to school. 

Mentoring programs such as Check & Connect, My Brother’s Keeper, City Year, and Peer Group

Connection have improved attendance and other outcomes in elementary, middle, and high school

contexts. 

School-based mentorship programs have been shown to improve attendance and
academic outcomes for students at all grade levels. 

Partnerships between schools and homeless services show promise for improving attendance among

homeless students.

TIER 2 STRATEGIES Targeting students with signs of risk

In Chicago, for example, the district responded to patterns of high absenteeism and low academic
performance with mentoring, summer support, and family outreach. The on-track status of 9th grade students
rose nearly 30 percentage points following these efforts.

Collaborating with external partners can reduce burden on school staff for identifying and managing mentors. 
Mentorship programs can stand alone or be part of a comprehensive support system that also includes health
and social services. 

Common features of these programs include using attendance data to target students for support and
connecting students with mentors for a sustained period of time. 
Youth school engagement programs, such as Positive Action and Becoming a Man, have led to improvements
in school attendance, particularly for students from low-income backgrounds residing in urban contexts. 

The Full-Service Community Schools (FSCS) and Communities in Schools models are run by non-

profit organizations that place staff coordinators in schools to analyze student data, identify needs,

and connect students and their families to needed resources.

Partnering with other public agencies and community-based organizations shows promise
for comprehensively responding to complex challenges some students face to strong
school attendance.  

TIER 3 STRATEGIES Responding to chronic absence with coordinated supports

In New York City, schools that participated in FSCS saw, in comparison to similar schools that did not
participate, reduced chronic absenteeism across elementary, middle, and high schools targeted for support. 
The FosterEd program, which targets children in the child welfare and justice systems, shows promise for
improving students’ attendance by connecting them to a coordinated support team that can include social
workers, therapists, teachers, and students’ court-appointed special advocates. 

https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/3-tiers-of-intervention/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520701621079
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED498350
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/addressing-early-warning-indicators
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/addressing-early-warning-indicators
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Preventable-Failure-CCSR-April-2014.pdf
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/get2school
https://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
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/CY-Chicago-Evaluation-Report-Chapin-Hall-at-UChicago_SY1415-SY1516-1.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1207/s15327671espr0903_4
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10824669.2018.1435283
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/CY-Chicago-Evaluation-Report-Chapin-Hall-at-UChicago_SY1415-SY1516-1.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59930928f9a61e13c4567092/t/5c0ea07c575d1fd01789036e/1544462503207/ATT_Westat_Reports_2018-12-10.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59930928f9a61e13c4567092/t/5c0ea07c575d1fd01789036e/1544462503207/ATT_Westat_Reports_2018-12-10.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/progress-report-randomized-trail-positive-action-hawaiis-end-third
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740917305509
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR3200/RR3245/RAND_RR3245.pdf
http://www.communitiesinschools.org/
http://foster-ed.org/demonstration-sites/
https://www.icphusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/ICPH-Policy-Report_Empty-Seats_Chronic-Absenteeism.pdf


In Kentucky, a school-court partnership that provided families of truant students with workshop

training followed by meetings and case management from court and school staff improved student

attendance and academic performance.

For frequently absent students, absence intervention teams that holistically respond to
causes of student truancy are more effective than strategies that punish students with
suspension or expulsion. 

Attendance incentives can be useful, but likely less so if focused on perfect attendance. Rewarding

perfect attendance in one month can lead to lower attendance the month following.

A partnership in New York City facilitated student placement in schools and the development of in-shelter
homework centers. Attendance data from May 2019 (after a year of the program) compared to attendance
data in May 2018 suggest that those who participated were substantially less likely to be chronically absent. 

Partnering with external organizations can be helpful, particularly for serving students facing complex

challenges such as health needs. But it can also increase the number of people and offices involved

and make it harder for schools themselves to drive the work.
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Note: FutureEd's Attendance Playbook also provides a detailed synthesis of the evidence base and implementation
guides around specific attendance interventions.

Strategies that rely heavily on external organizations may unnecessarily increase
complexity.

Setting expectations for students to achieve perfect attendance can backfire. 

STRATEGIES TO AVOID

School discipline that relies on restorative rather than punitive practices can improve student

engagement and school attendance.

Punitive school discipline strategies reduce engagement and attendance.

Restorative justice efforts in Pittsburgh, Minnesota, and Houston reduced suspension and absence rates, with
some sites also seeing reductions in differences by race and socioeconomic status. 

Outside agencies may also have non-educational goals, such as addressing neighborhood quality,

that lie beyond the scope of school systems.

https://gatewayhousing.org/attendance-matters-report/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2006.00119.x
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3219502
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3219502
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10474412.2014.929950
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2840.html.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0044118X01033002006
https://www.texastribune.org/2018/05/29/texas-schools-restorative-justice-violence-suspensions/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/129/3/465/31721/Community-Asthma-Initiative-Evaluation-of-a?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/2017/ss6708.pdf


Student Learning
School Climate
Supporting All Students
Teachers
Finances and Operations

More evidence briefs can be found at the EdResearch for Recovery website. To receive updates and the latest
briefs, sign up here.

Briefs in this series will address a broad range of COVID-19 challenges across five categories:

This EdResearch for Recovery Project brief is a collaboration among the following organizations and institutions:
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Funding for this research was provided by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The findings and conclusions contained
within are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect positions or policies of the foundation.
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