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Introduction

For students to be successful in school, they have to actually be in school. As 
a classroom teacher, the work you do every day is vital to our nation’s youth. 
But our students cannot learn and grow when they are not in school. Effective 
teachers develop a scope and sequence of instruction that builds across time. 
When students miss school, they miss vital building blocks of information. 
Effective teachers actively work to develop a classroom culture and climate 
that supports learning. When students are absent, they miss critical behav-
ioral and social-emotional skills, as well as opportunities to build and main-
tain positive relationships with peers and adults. With each absence, whether 
excused or unexcused, students fall further and further behind. The good 
news is that you can improve these outcomes for students, and you play a 
powerful role in keeping our students in school.

You may be reading this book because your school or district is taking on 
an initiative to build a culture of attendance and eliminate chronic absence 
in your student body. Or perhaps you personally recognize that students in 
your class struggle with absenteeism. Whatever the reason, congratulations, 
both for recognizing that student success truly is dependent on being in 
school and for taking this important step in helping your students with this 
critical issue! You are part of a rapidly growing movement across the nation 
to address the pervasive issue of chronic absenteeism (defined as missing 10 
percent of school days for any reason—excused absence, unexcused absence, 
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2    �    Teacher’s Guide to Tackling Attendance Challenges

or suspension). This resource provides concrete and practical strategies for 
teachers to implement in their own classrooms to address chronic absence 
and improve the attendance of all students.

Note from the Authors
We were both classroom teachers. We remember the diffi  culty of trying 
to maintain instructional momentum when students were constantly 
absent, the prep time lost in creating makeup work packets, and the 
struggle to catch students up when they fell behind due to absences. 
However, attendance was a bit of an “out of sight, out of mind” issue—
oft en a lesser concern than issues like problematic behavior and fail-
ing to make adequate academic growth. We also remember feeling 
disempowered to really do anything about absences, especially those 
excused by parents.

We wish we had known what we know now—that absenteeism is 
equally as important to address as problematic behavior and aca-
demic diffi  culties, and that it is possible to eff ect meaningful change, 
even with excused absences! We have designed this book specifi cally 
for classroom teachers, with the recognition that your prep time and 
instructional time are stretched thin and precious to preserve. We hope 
you fi nd that the practical strategies in this book are easy to implement 
and minimally invasive in terms of prep and class time, and that they 
make a signifi cant diff erence in improving the attendance of all your 
students. Thank you for your time and energy in working to improve 
student attendance and giving your students the best opportunities for 
success in school and beyond!

—Jessica Sprick and Tricia Berg 

The focus of this book is on creating a classroom culture of attendance. 
The first chapters will help you reduce the magnitude of attendance prob-
lems through universal prevention. You are likely to find that these strategies 
improve the attendance of all your students, from those with few absences to 
those who have frequent absences throughout the year. The later chapters 
focus on classroom interventions and ways to work with interventionists or 
multidisciplinary team supports to design and implement intervention plans. 
The goal is to reduce the number of students with problematic attendance 
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Introduction    �    3

in order to preserve intensive intervention resources (e.g., counselor/social 
worker support, multidisciplinary teams, wrap-around resources) for stu-
dents with truly resistant and complex absenteeism problems.

This book advocates moving away from traditional approaches that have 
been used to address the problem of absenteeism. These approaches often do 
too little too late and focus on trying to punish away absenteeism problems. 

The Traditional Approach
Although student absenteeism has long been recognized as a problem for 
many students, this issue has been largely overlooked in school and district 
efforts to improve student outcomes. 

The Metric of Truancy
In a traditional approach to addressing absenteeism, schools look at 

measures of truancy to identify at-risk students. However, truancy relates 
only to absences that occur without parent permission. As you probably have 
observed, unexcused absences do not account for all or even the majority of 
absences for many students. Metrics of truancy can be misleading because 
many students have inordinate numbers of excused absences, especially in 
elementary school. Other students may have a relatively low rate of absen-
teeism for each type of reason (excused, unexcused, and suspension), but 
when the absences for different reasons are combined, these students exhibit 
patterns of problematic attendance. The extent of your students’ absenteeism 
problems may not be apparent when you look solely at truancy metrics.

Increasingly Punitive “Interventions”
In a traditional model, when a student is identified as having an absentee-

ism problem, the following may occur:

• At a certain number of unexcused absences (e.g., three), a letter is sent 
home to warn the student and parent that unexcused absences can lead 
to truancy court proceedings.

• At a certain number of additional unexcused absences (e.g., five total), 
the school initiates a parent meeting by phone or conducts an in-person 
conference to further warn about the punitive consequences of addi-
tional unexcused absences.
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Introduction    �    5

Essential  Metrics
Calculate the following metrics using a combination of unexcused 
absences, excused absences, and suspensions:

Regular  Attendance:  Absent 5 percent or less (the goal for 
all students)

Chronic  Absence:  Absent 10 percent or more

• An understanding that we need to monitor the data and intervene as 
early as possible when a problem begins to emerge

• An understanding that our efforts should attempt, as much as possible, 
to address the causes of the problematic behavior

A few other guiding principles include:

• Schools should work to address all types of absenteeism, including 
excused, unexcused, and suspension-related absences.

• Because teachers are the school personnel who have the closest rela-
tionship with students and families, they play a primary role in building 
a culture of attendance.

• All stakeholders have a role to play in efforts to address absenteeism—
including administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals, other classified 
and certified staff, students, families, and even community members.

• We cannot punish students into wanting to attend school!

How to Use This Book
Teacher’s Guide to Tackling Attendance Challenges is designed to give class-
room teachers the information and resources needed to build a strong class-
room-based initiative to improve the attendance of all students. This initiative 
can be done on your own or in partnership with other teachers in your school. 
The book provides an overarching framework for implementation, as well as 
lesson plan samples, examples and reproducibles for reinforcement systems, 
and talking points for use with students and families. We also include many 
real-world examples of successful classroom-based approaches and stories of 
the differences these approaches have made for teachers and students.
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Introduction    �    7

are problematic for large numbers of students in your school, consider how 
strategies such as educating students and families, motivational systems, and 
other universal classroom systems described in Chapters 2–5 can be modified 
to address the problem. If individual students struggle with tardiness, see 
the strategies in Chapter 6 for early-stage intervention approaches and sug-
gestions for connecting the student with intervention resources outside the 
classroom.

In secondary schools, if excessive tardies occur in many classrooms 
throughout the day after each passing period, your school might consider 
implementing START on Time! This program helps middle and high school 
administrators and staff improve student behavior in hallways and reduce 
the frequency of tardiness by over 90 percent. START on Time! includes a 
manual and video presentations, and is available from Ancora Publishing 
(ancorapublishing.com).

    

For far too long, attendance has been viewed as something beyond our con-
trol: “It’s a parent problem” or “She’s just unmotivated, so there’s really noth-
ing we can do to make her come to school.” However, emerging research and 
the experiences we’ve had working with schools to implement positive and 
proactive approaches to absenteeism issues have shown us that this issue is 
far from beyond our control. In fact, teachers have great power to effect posi-
tive change. When you actively work to create a culture of attendance in your 
classroom, the impact on your students and the overall functioning of your 
classroom can be immense. Let’s get star ted!
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1
Attendance—Not Another 

Competing Initiative

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Though most researchers are careful not to definitively attribute a cause 
to this variability, the rate of poverty is the variable most strongly associated 
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Attendance—Not Another Competing Initiative    �    11

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

Additional trends to be aware of include:

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

• Absenteeism increases throughout middle and high school.

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

• Chronic absenteeism is more prevalent for students with disabilities.

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

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

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