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Introduction

School leaders everywhere are grappling with student
chronic absenteeism, which has reached crisis levels in
the post-pandemic era. Students cannot learn if they are

not in school, and attendance problems can affect classmates’
performance as well. This brief aims to aid policymakers and
school leaders by sharing lessons from the most rigorous
research available. It describes chronic absenteeism solutions
to common causes of absenteeism, and the recommended
approaches are limited to ones that have been shown to
causally reduce student absenteeism. It focuses on Virginia, but
the implications are applicable for other states as well.

Background

By the end of the 2022-23 academic year, 28% of public school
students nationally were “chronically absent” — missing more
than 10% of the school year. . In Virginia, 19.3% of students
were “chronically absent”— lower than the nation but still well
above pre-pandemic levels and including 1 in 4 chronically
absent children from the most vulnerable populations.ii
Chronic absenteeism is a pernicious problem: it negatively and
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substantively affects students’academic outcomes, on-

time high school graduation, college enrollment, and age-
appropriate socioemotional skill development.*v Moreover, a
chronically absent student negatively affects their classroom
peers’ educational outcomes.""iThis evidence, in conjunction
with accountability mandates, underscores why it is essential to
mitigate chronic absenteeism.



Root Causes of Chronic Absenteeism

Typically, a combination of factors contributes to chronic absenteeism; however, research identifies
common factors across contexts that schools can influence, which we group under two meta-causes:
Family Disengagement and Confusion and Student Disengagement. To assist districts and schools in
determining which intervention(s) to adopt, we link each to meta-causes, which we discuss below.

Family Disengagement and Confusion

Typically, families underestimate their child’s absences and
believe their child's absenteeism record is average compared
to their peers. ¥ii Additionally, many families underestimate
the negative effects of absenteeism; this is especially true of
families of elementary students who often assume attendance
is less important because they assume that the typical school
day includes rudimentary content and organized play.i

In addition, the expectations regarding illness and keeping children
home changed substantially during the pandemic. Schools
expected families to keep their children home if a child presented
any symptoms, even for the common cold. Schools have largely
dissolved these expectations reverting back to pre-pandemic
norms. However, parents may not be aware that schools have
changed their expectation and now expect families to send
children who are not severely ill, taking advantage of masking
to stop the spread to classmates. In addition, families may still
have anxieties about their children getting sick, especially as
other viruses, such as RSV, continue to spread. Educating families
on the expectations regarding when children should stay home
versus when they can come masked may improve attendance for
those who are still adhering to expectations during the pandemic.
Parents should be encouraged to consult their pediatrician or
school nurse regarding when it is safe to send their child to school.

Student Disengagement

Students who are disengaged and socially isolated are
more likely to become chronically absent.* Children who
do not engage with peers or adults positively can develop
negative perceptions about school, resulting in increased
avoidance and higher absences.

It has also become increasingly common for adolescents to
experience mental health issues. Individuals struggling with
their mental health often have difficulty engaging socially with
peers or engaging in school activities, yet peer socialization is
essential to appropriate development for this age group.x The
Virginia Department of Health found that 30% of students in
Northern Virginia experience feeling sad or hopeless, and over
12% considered suicide at some point.xi

1

38%

of Virginia high school students report
never or rarely receiving the help they
need when in emotional distress.-i
These conditions likely contribute
to chronic absenteeism.
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Solutions to Address Chronic Absenteeism

School-to-Home Family Engagement and Information

Informational Mailers and robust Two-Way Messaging systems can reduce chronic absenteeism by
mitigating problems stemming from family disengagement or misconceptions.

Informational Mailers

Informational Mailers have been studied in all grades in racially
diverse student populations in urban, rural, and suburban
districts. Mailers mitigate misinformation by providing families
with accurate attendance data about their students and
dispelling misbeliefs about the effects of missing school by
reminding families about the importance of attendancexv

xvxvi Sanding mailers throughout the year improves average
attendance by 1.1 days per student.i Notably, Informational
Mailers are among the lowest cost interventions — $0.53

per postcard — and costs can be reduced further by sending

attendance mailers home with report cards or progress reports.

Next Steps:

Many Virginia districts already share attendance information
with families. As a next step, educational leaders might
redesign mailers to emphasize attendance data and
consider adding district, school, or “peer group” average
attendance rates to place a student’s absences in context,
which research suggests can enhance the impact.

Sending mailers throughout the year
improves average attendance by

'I days per
e 1 student

Two-Way Messaging system

A study in an urban school district focusing on K-1 students
implemented a Two-Way Messaging system to increase family
engagement. A school-based volunteer managed messaging
for each classroom. The study used three message types:

- Support messages informing parents about class activities
that asked parents questions about their child’s interests

& (e.g.,“"We read this book today in class. Text back and share
your child’s favorite book so we can tell their teacher”)

Individualized check-in messages sent when a
\/ student was absent that positively encouraged the
student’s return to school

( Reminder messages focused on important school
calendar events

Introducing a messaging system improves student attendance by
an average of 3 days by the end of an academic year. Furthermore,
this intervention also closed the reading performance gap
between Hispanic and non-Hispanic children by improving the
attendance of Hispanic students dramatically.xi

Next Steps:

While many Virginia districts already use Two-Way Messaging
to push out information, educational leaders might monitor
how often families use these systems to write back. If

family responses are low, districts and schools might aim

to increase family responses focusing on the strategies
mentioned above.
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School-to-Student Engagement

When students are missing school because of negative
perceptions about school or low social engagement in school,
leaders should consider increasing Access to Mental Health
Resources, and One-on-One Counseling specifically.

Elementary school students from a low-income, majority non-
white district who were chronically absent and experienced
socioemotional difficulties in school received weekly One-on-
One Counseling sessions from mental health professionals who
focused on play therapy over 12-15 weeks. As a result, counseled
students attended one more week of school than non-counseled
students in a given school year, a substantial effect.

In a different study in a majority non-white district, schools
were provided a school-home liaison who collaborated with the

families of frequently absent students to understand why their
children were disengaged and found that the most common
reason was mental health»xixi After identifying the specific
mental health issue, liaisons developed student-specific plans

to increase their Access to Mental Health Resources, including
psychiatric assessment, counseling, crisis intervention, and other
services tailored to family needs; increasing access to these
resources improved attendance by 3.5 days over the year. i

We recognize that these School-to-Student Engagement
solutions are personnel-intensive with notably high costs.
However, when considering the spike in mental health issues
amongst children during the pandemic, personnel-intensive
solutions conducted by trained mental health professionals are
arguably the most effectivexv

Counseled students attended

more week
of school

than non-counseled students
in a given year

Access to mental
health resources
improved attendance by

. 5 days

over the year

I‘ i
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Providing families with accurate attendance information,
engaging families in a two-way dialogue about attendance,

and providing students with robust mental health resources

are all attendance strategies with a strong research basis.
Which solutions will be most effective in a particular division
or school should be determined based on an analysis of

the specific challenges locally. As leaders wrestle with this
important topic, using the best research available can increase
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