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Shoring Up Conditions of Learning
When key conditions of learning are 

in place (figure 1), students show up, 
and they and their families stay engaged 
in school. Chronic absence reflects the 
erosion of these conditions. 

Physical and Emotional Safety. The 
need for physical and emotional safety 
at school is a key condition for learning. 
When schools required students to quar-
antine, the need to stay home at the first 
sign of illness became newly ingrained 
on students and families. Through our 
work with districts across the country, my 
colleagues and I at Attendance Works are 
hearing that families and educators are 
now confused about when and how long 
students should stay home due to illness. 
Moreover, families working remotely may 
deem it easier to keep a child home rather 
than risking a disruption in the workday. 
Others may be missing school because 
they are catching up on health care 
screenings, immunizations, and checkups 
missed during the pandemic.3 

Ensuring students do not stay home 
unnecessarily for illness will require an 
intentional strategy. State and local public 
health and education agencies will need 
to develop and broadly communicate 
updated, consistent health guidance as 
well ensure and expand access to preven-
tative health care, especially in grades, 
student groups, or schools experiencing 
the highest levels of chronic absence.

Unstable housing, unreliable trans-
portation, unsafe paths to school, lack of 
access to health care, and poor nutrition 
can also contribute to school absences 
and make it harder for students to 
concentrate and learn even when they do 
go to class.

Well-Being. Also taking a toll on 

Since the onset of the pandemic, chronic 
absence from K-12 schools has increased 
dramatically in every state. Often, the rate 
doubled: for instance, 12.1 percent to 30 
percent in California, 12.9 to 27.7 percent 
in Massachusetts, 19.7 percent to 38.5 
percent in Michigan, and 13.1 percent to 
28 percent in Mississippi between school 
years 2018–19 and 2021–22. 

Although many hoped attendance 
would quickly return to pre-pandemic 
levels once students emerged from 
quarantined, early data for 2022–23 
are disheartening. Chronic absence has 
remained persistently high—at 24.5 
percent in Massachusetts, for example, as 
of March 2023.

Chronic absenteeism is typically defined 
as missing 10 percent of school for any 
reason—excused and unexcused absences 
as well as suspensions. It is an early 
warning sign that students are struggling 
and need extra support. Chronically absent 
students are significantly less likely to read 
proficiently by the end of third grade, 
do well academically in middle school, 
and graduate from high school.1 Equally 
important, chronic absence is associated 
with declines in educational engage-
ment, social-emotional development, and 
executive functioning.2  Economically 
challenged students suffer the most, as 
they typically have less access to resources 
that would help them make up for the lost 
opportunities to learn in classrooms. 

Monitoring chronic absence by grade, 
student populations, school, district, and 
geography is crucial to learning recovery 
and addressing the inequities exacerbated 
by the pandemic. Chronic absence and 
other types of attendance data can help 
identify where more engagement and 
support are needed as well as illuminate 
policies and practices that are yielding 
better outcomes. 

Connecticut’s experience 
underscores the value of a 
positive, systemic approach 
to improving attendance.

Hedy Chang

Chronic Absence: A Call for Deeper 
Student and Family Engagement 
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The effects of chronic 
absence compound, 
making it harder for  

students to stay 
engaged in what is 
being taught when  

they do attend.

with caring adults through mentoring, volun-
teering, and community organizations. 

Academic Challenge. Students and families are 
more likely to show up for school when they 
believe that what is being taught is challeng-
ing, engaging, and relevant. For older students, 
college and career pathways, paid internships 
with local businesses, and flexible scheduling 
to accommodate increased family and work 
responsibilities help students attend school. 

For younger students, schools should find 
ways to welcome families back to school 
campuses so they can discover how classroom 
activities are nurturing their children’s develop-
ment. In the aftermath of the pandemic, some 
schools hesitated to let families back on campus. 
Yet the better families understand the immediate 
benefit of the classroom experience, the more 
they prioritize their children’s attendance.7   

The effects of chronic absence compound, 
making it harder for students to stay engaged 
in what is being taught when they do attend, 
forge meaningful connections, and benefit from 
on-campus resources that can help address 
their basic needs and expand their engagement. 

student and staff well-being are the stresses 
of the pandemic, including traumatic events; 
the rocky, disrupted return to school; falling 
behind due to missed instruction; and 
increased violence on school campuses. 
Student anxiety and depression have skyrock-
eted.4  In my organization’s work with states 
and districts on chronic absence, school refusal 
is a frequently shared challenge.5  It is therefore 
more important than ever to equip schools to 
take a trauma-informed approach to learning 
that creates a sense of belonging, connection, 
and support. This approach includes such 
strategies as educators’ greetings by the door, 
advisories, mentoring, clubs, and home visits.  

Connection and Belonging. Relationship 
building is central to many of the evidence-
based interventions outlined in our recently 
updated Attendance Playbook, developed by 
FutureEd and Attendance Works.6  To ensure 
that all students feel connected, all educators 
and school staff must share the responsibility for 
building relationships. Schools can also encour-
age students to make peer connections and can 
expand opportunities for students to interact 

Adult and
Student

Well-Being and 
Emotional 

Competence

Physical and Emotional 
Health and Safety

Belonging,
Connection, and

Support

Academic Challenge
and Engagement Relationships Are 

Essential to Positive 
Conditions for Learning

Figure 1.  Positive Conditions for Learning Lead to Students Being Engaged 
and Attending Regularly
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The first response to 
absenteeism should be 
positive engagement—
eschewing a punitive 
approach.

to attendance. Partners’ deep commitment to 
adequate, equitable resources can ensure that 
students from all backgrounds and circumstances 
receive a quality education and opportunities 
to thrive and achieve. Because absenteeism is 
a cross-cutting issue that cannot be solved by 
any one person, department, or agency, shared 
accountability is the final key ingredient. 

The Connecticut State Department of 
Education (CSDE) exemplifies the benefits of 
advancing and sustaining a systemic approach 
to reducing chronic absence. Its current multi-
pronged strategy builds upon past policies and 
investments, some of which were made more 
than a decade ago.8  

Actionable Data. In 2020–21, CSDE shifted 
from yearly to monthly collection and release of 
attendance data. To ensure that districts deliver 
high-quality data, CSDE publicizes its definition 
of attendance—that is, showing up to school for 
half of a day for in-person and virtual learn-
ing—and data are coded by learning mode. The 
department also works with districts to identify 

Improving attendance requires the entire 
community working together to ensure that 
families as well as school staff have what they 
need to support each other, grow, and thrive. 

Connecticut’s Systemic Approach
A systemic approach to reducing chronic 

absence will require the state education agency 
(SEA) to advance on a number of fronts (figure 
2). It starts with capacity building—that is, 
equipping educators and community partners to 
adopt a data-driven, problem-solving, multi-
tiered approach. When attendance and chronic 
absence reports are accurate, accessible, timely, 
comprehensive, and easy to interpret, they are 
actionable. The first response to absenteeism 
should be positive engagement—eschewing a 
punitive approach in favor of one centered on 
belonging and engagement and helping every-
one understand why daily attendance matters. 

Strategic partnerships among the district, 
school, and community are essential for provid-
ing resources and supports to address the barriers 

Figure 2. Elements of a Systemic Approach to Reducing Chronic Absence

Students
& Families

Schools

Capacity
Building

Actionable
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Shared
Accountability

Positive
Engagement

Strategic
Partnerships

Adequate,
Equitable
Resources

Community

District



N
ational A

ssociation of State B
oard

s of E
d

ucation • Sep
tem

b
er 20

23

22 

Connecticut saw 
reductions in absen-

teeism in every high-
need population.

schools to set up attendance review teams when 
chronic absence rates reached a certain level. 
CSDE created a prevention and early interven-
tion guide for districts and virtual sessions for 
peer exchange. It invested in communities of 
practice for charter schools and districts strug-
gling with poor attendance. This commitment 
carried through to LEAP, which provided train-
ing, peer exchange, and technical assistance for 
the program’s home visitors. 

Adequate, Equitable Resources. Data on 
chronic absence as well as academic perfor-
mance and student demographics informed the 
selection of districts to participate in LEAP. In 
addition, Connecticut’s long-standing practice 
has been to integrate efforts to combat chronic 
absence with the technical assistance offered to 
its lowest performing districts. 

Shared Accountability. Connecticut promotes 
shared accountability through data transparency. 
In addition, CSDE and the governor bring key 
decision makers within and across agencies to 
review emerging trends and potential responses. 
The state’s dedication to addressing the pandem-
ic’s impact on learning, well-being, and recovery 
led to creation of the Center for Connecticut 
Education Research Collaboration. It will meet 
CSDE’s ongoing evaluation and research needs 
and foster collaboration across state institutions 
of higher education. 

The center evaluated LEAP and found it 
had improved participants’ attendance, results 
that are informing the decision to sustain the 
program. Attendance rates increased by four 
percentage points in the month following the 
first LEAP visit for most students. Attendance 
continued to rise subsequently, reaching an 
average increase of approximately seven percent-
age points for students served in summer 2021 
and nearly 15 percentage points for students 
served during the 2021–22 school year after they 
had been in the program for six months. The 
impact was greatest for secondary students. 

By the end of  May 2023, chronic absence in 
Connecticut overall decreased to 21.0 percent 
compared with 23.7 percent at the end of the 2022 
school year. The state saw reductions in absen-
teeism in every high-need population—English 
learners, students with disabilities, students 
eligible for free and reduced-price meals, and 
students experiencing homelessness (figure 3). 

and resolve data quality issues quickly. Publicly 
available in near real time, the data have facili-
tated timely problem solving. For example, data 
that showed lax attendance in distance learning 
informed the decision to make in-person learn-
ing an early priority. With the benefit of monthly 
data, Gov. Ned Lamont and CSDE established 
the Learner Engagement and Attendance 
Program (LEAP), a home-visit model that began 
serving 15 districts in spring 2021.9 

Positive Engagement. A 2016 law prohibits 
using juvenile court as a response to truancy, 
and CSDE gave districts a list of approved 
alternatives in 2018.10  As part of its definition 
and framework for family engagement, it also 
promoted high-impact strategies for reducing 
chronic absence.11  

LEAP built upon these earlier investments. 
The program prioritized establishing trusting 
relationships with school staff, encouraging 
regular attendance, and assisting families with 
summer placements and afterschool learning. 
While its main goal was ameliorating chronic 
absenteeism for a targeted set of students, 
qualitative data gathered from home visitors 
and families during the program evaluation 
revealed outcomes that are often harder to 
tackle and measure: improved family-school 
relationships, increased feelings of belonging, 
improved access to resources, and greater grati-
tude and appreciation.12 

Strategic Partnerships. LEAP exemplifies the 
critical role of partnerships. State and national 
partners (including Attendance Works and the 
Parent Teacher Home Visit Program) helped 
design and implement it. Regional Education 
Service Centers served as fiduciary and imple-
mentation partners in training, data collec-
tion, and technical support. Given the toll the 
pandemic was taking on existing school staff, 
LEAP explicitly encouraged districts to partner 
with community agencies to recruit added 
adults to conduct home visits. The program 
created a system for home visitors to document 
challenges facing families. These data helped 
pinpoint areas where added partnerships were 
needed—for example, to address a need for 
more bilingual materials. 

Capacity Building. Over the years, Connecticut 
invested in building capacity to reduce chronic 
absence. In 2015, a state law required districts or 
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constitutes a day of attendance; making sure 
data are disaggregated by grade as well as 
district, school, and student population; and 
promoting publication of timely state data and 
real-time data dashboards for districts;

n  shift from a punitive response to absences to 
a supportive, solution-oriented approach that 
begins with prevention and early intervention;

n   leverage the inclusion of chronic absence as 
an accountability metric (as is the case in the 
majority of Every Student Succeeds Act state 
plans) to expand availability of high-quality 
technical assistance to help districts take a 
tiered approach to improving attendance and 
using evidence-based strategies; 

n  use chronic absence data to inform the  
allocation of resources;

n  double down on a cross-departmental 
approach; and 

Even so, the overall rate of chronic absence 
remains persistently high because the rate 
among students outside the high-need groups 
is more than double that recorded before the 
pandemic. Additionally, while attendance is 
improving in most grades, chronic absence 
remains stubbornly high in the early grades, 
especially kindergarten (figure 4). 

Recommendations 
State boards of education are especially 

well positioned to ensure that their SEA takes 
a strategic approach to chronic absence. In 
Attendance Works’ third annual review of state 
attendance policy and practice, “Monitoring 
Data Matters More than Ever,”13 we encourage 
states to do the following: 

n  invest in accurate, timely, actionable data 
by offering a consistent definition of what 

0%0%

20%20%

40%40%

60%60%

12.2

19.0

23.7
21.8

18.0

30.2

34.0

29.8

5.9
7.2

12.4
13.5

17.2

31.8
32.7

27.3

20.8

34.5

31.330.8

20.3

38.6

33.7
35.0

10.6

18.6

24.5

21.3

40.9

59.660.2

52.9

All Students Students With 
High Needs

Students 
Without High 

Needs

English 
Learners

Students With 
Disabilities

Free Meal 
Eligible

Reduced 
Price Meal 

Eligible

Students 
Experiencing 
Homelessness

2019–20*

2020–21**

2021–22**

2022–23**

*Calculations are based only on in-person school days until mid-March 2020. 
**Calculations include both in-person and remote days.

Figure 3. Connecticut: Students Chronically Absent by Student Group
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Use data to identify and 
learn from the state’s 

bright spots.
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Attendance Works also offers states a self-
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gaps.14  Ideally, state board members will work 
with SEA staff to create a shared vision for 
moving forward. n
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track the community members who partici-
pate in the work-based learning experiences 
and the quality of the experiences through 
reflection forms, surveys, and evaluative 
rubrics so state leaders can readily evaluate 
the academic, employability, and technical 
skills students are gaining. n
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