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Moderator: Today’s National Dropout Prevention Center for Students with 
Disabilities presentation is titled, Early Intervention Matters:  How 
Addressing Chronic Absence Can Reduce Dropout Rates.  Our 
presenters today are Hedy Chang and Cecelia Leong from 
Attendance Works and Loujeania Bost from the National Dropout 
Prevention Center for Students with Disabilities.  Dr. Bost is the co-
principal investigator and director of the National Dropout Prevention 
Center for Students with Disabilities at Clemson University. 

 For the past nine years, she has led a team of researchers, 
practitioners and other collaborators at the center in providing high 
quality, evidence-based technical assistance to help states build and 
implement sustainable programs and best practices that will yield 
positive results in dropout prevention, re-entry and school completion 
for students with disabilities.  These activities have enabled states and 
local education agencies to use data to conduct causal analysis of 
dropout issues, select appropriate strategies that represent best fit 
based on state and local data.  And train staff to implement evidence-
based models in local schools.  Loujeania, welcome to the program. 

Loujeania Bost: Thank you Mary Joe and welcome to our audience today.  As we 
continue with our series of webinars and other events that assist our 
audience in examining and learning more about those risk factors that 
lead to school dropout, today our focus is on that of attendance.  
Because we know that when students are not in school, the rest 
doesn’t matter.  Students have to be present and engaged in order to 
learn. 

 And we also know that chronic absence impacts student’s success at 
every level of school.  For example, in kindergarten and first grade, 
student absences affect reading proficiency.  In third grade, absences 
have been predictive of school dropout at 66 percent accuracy.  In 
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middle school, it becomes a strong predictor of on-time graduations 
when students enter into—exit school six years later.  And we also 
know that in high school, attendance is the best predictor of ninth 
grade success and on-time graduation, even more so than GPA. 

 And that is why we also want you to think about some things.  Being a 
half an hour late to school each day for one year, from the time a 
student is in first grade to the time they’re a sophomore, is equivalent 
to missing nearly six marking periods of school, or one and a half 
years.  And missing one day a week of school, from grades—in 
kindergarten through eleventh grade, is the equivalent of missing five 
semesters of schooling, or two and a half years.  Imagine what 
missing that much instruction will do to the educational success of the 
youth that we serve. 

 It is a national concern and a national problem, and that’s why we 
bring this webinar to you today, Early Intervention Matters, How 
Addressing Chronic Absences Can Reduce School Dropouts.  Our 
speakers today is Dr. Hedy Chang and Cecelia Leong.  Hedy is the 
director of the Attendance Work Organization and has spent more 
than two decades working in the field of family support, family 
economic success, education and child development.  In February of 
this year, Hedy was named by the White House as a champion of 
change, for her commitment to further African-American education.   

Her co-presenter, Cecelia Leong, is the associate director of 
Attendance Works and has for the past 12 years, used her skills as a 
writer, researcher and evaluator, to document innovation and best 
practices on issues affecting children, youth and their families.  In 
addition to facilitating peer-to-peer sharing between researchers, 
practitioners and consultants, through a peer learning network, 
Cecelia works to identify emerging technical assistance needs in 
reducing chronic absences and innovative tools to address those 
needs.  We welcome our presenters to our program today.  And Hedy, 
I want you to begin by telling us what chronic absence is and why 
does it matter? 

Hedy Chang: I would love to do that.  But you know what, Loujeania, would it help 
for me to talk a little bit about the agenda and what we’re going to do?  
And then I’d love to go into that question. 

Loujeania Bost: Yes. 

Hedy Chang: And thank you so much for your introduction, because I think what it 
shows, and this is something we will talk about in a bit more depth, is 
just how absences add up before we know it, to just too much time 
lost in the classroom.  That said, as you can see, we just did a little bit 
of an overview and thank you for your kind introductions.  We will be 
talking a lot more about what we know from research across the 
country about why chronic absence—what is chronic absence and 
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why it matters.  And then we’re going to talk about what are some of 
the possible solutions.  And Cecelia will particularly take us in depth 
into looking at some new emerging work that we’ve been doing at 
looking at its impact on students with disabilities. 

 And then we’re going to come back to thinking about, well, what can 
we do about this issue?  Which in our view, is sort of a problem 
hidden in plain view, and you’ll hear a little bit more about how that 
could be the case.  But it’s something that’s a solvable problem when 
we take it out of the shadows, bring it in full relief and start using data 
to drive action. 

 We’ll have questions and answers at the end, but as our host 
mentioned earlier, we’re actually going to build in time for a question 
and answer all the way through.  And actually before we go into why 
this matters, I would love to just get a sense from all of you about your 
sense of when is missing school a problem.  Is it missing five percent 
of school?  Is it missing ten percent of school?  Is it missing twenty 
percent?  You’re not sure?  When do you think that poor attendance 
can have an impact? 

Moderator: And all you have to do to answer the poll is click on that little radio 
button, and you can change your mind if you decide maybe a different 
answer.  You can click on a different button and it’ll register.  And we 
thank you so much for filling this out, and it looks like Hedy, people 
are still voting.  So I’ll leave it open for a little while longer.  All right, 
with that, I’m going to stop the poll and share the results with you and 
the audience. 

Hedy Chang: Great, thank you.  And it looks like a little bit more than half is saying 
five percent.  Another forty-one percent is saying ten percent.  And I 
actually think this kind of reflects what we see in reality, which is we 
know for sure at ten percent kids are truly at risk, at risk of not reading 
at grade level, at risk of dropout.  But I think we are also seeing some 
evidence at even lower levels of attendance, can start to affect 
performance.  Though maybe it’s not so significant as by the time 
you’re at ten percent.  By the way, that twenty percent measure is 
something that we often look at too, just because we know these are 
children who are in deep crisis.   

 But the impact starts much earlier.  So thank you for giving me a 
sense of where you all are on that.  So just one moment before I go 
into talking about why this matters, I want to just back up a second 
and talk about unpacking attendance terms.  And I do this because 
what we have found, that unless we take a moment to talk about 
attendance terms and make sure that we know what is chronic 
absence as opposed to some other measure of attendance, it’s very 
easy for folks to talk past each other.   
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 So most folks are familiar with an average daily attendance figure, 
because that’s what most schools look at.  It’s kind of how—you know 
how many desks you need in order to meet the needs of the kids who 
are likely to show up that day.  It’s the percent of enrolled students 
who attend school each day.  And in a number of states, it’s used for 
allocating funding.  

 And then there’s the word “truancy.”  And truancy—actually there is 
no standard definition across different states.  It’s highly variable.  But 
it’s typically only referring to unexcused absences.  And it’s really a 
signal that a child is truant, not showing up and that this could start a 
process for legal intervention under state compulsory education laws. 

 So these are the two measures that are most typically used.  And then 
there’s chronic absence, which is the measure that Attendance Works 
has really been trying to advance as a concept within the field of 
education and community development.  And it’s when kids are 
missing ten percent or more of school for any reason.  Excused, 
unexcused, even suspensions.  It’s—you know, symbolizes—it’s an 
indication that a child is academically at risk due to missing too much 
school, for any reason.  And as we’ll go into the research, that can 
start as early as kindergarten and pre-K, and this is a research-based 
definition. 

 One of the reasons why we need to distinguish between these 
attendance terms, in order to understand what is chronic absence, is 
that the measures of average daily attendance and truancy can 
actually mask chronic absence.  So these are six actual schools in 
Oakland, California.  We do a lot of deep work.  Both Cecelia and I 
are located out here in California, although we have other members of 
the Attendance Works team in other parts of the country.  But we 
partner really deeply in Oakland because we’ve found that we need to 
be there on the ground in order to really understand what are the state 
and national policy implications. 

 So we try to operate at this kind of multiple levels.  But in Oakland, 
where they’ve really been wonderful about giving us access to data, 
we’ve been able to see that if you have, for example, 95 percent 
average daily attendance, which often folks think is good, you can 
mask pretty high levels of chronic absence.  So these are six schools, 
all of with 95—who have 95 percent average daily attendance.  But 
you can see one school, school A only has seven percent of its kids 
chronically absent.  Whereas school F, has 16 percent. 

 Think—imagine you have a school of 200 kids.  There are 10 empty 
seats, and that’s 95 percent attendance.  The 10 empty seats for that 
particular day though, aren’t always filled by the same 10 kids 
throughout the year.  They’d be dis-enrolled.  The question is whether 
or not the 10 empty seats are—the kids who fill that up are all the kids 
in a school, each missing a couple of days.  Or it’s, let’s say, 50 or 60 
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kids, typically being the ones who miss—who are sitting in those 
empty seats, which gets you to a 25 or 30 percent level of chronic 
absence. 

 I hope this makes sense.  It’s one of those things where statistics 
really can be confusing.  And so when we’ve looked at school district 
data across three districts, we found that if a school had 98 percent 
average daily attendance, usually there wasn’t a big chronic absence 
problem.  Let’s say some kids, but not probably more than five 
percent.  At 93 percent, we often saw levels of chronic absence at 20 
percent of the kids in a school and higher sometimes.  And if you were 
at 95 percent, we actually don’t know.  You actually have to take your 
data and crunch it from the individual student level to see how many 
kids are having too many absences in order to figure out whether or 
not you have a problem of chronic absence. 

 So San Francisco Unified is another school district that we work 
closely with, and since I’m a parent with kids in the public schools, in 
this—in San Francisco Unified School District, I get to know this one 
at multiple levels.  But one of the things that our district found, or my 
district found rather, was that if they looked at chronic absence 
versus, let’s say habitual truancy, which in this case they were 
defining in the school district as ten unexcused absences throughout 
the year, you identified a much lower number of kids, just looking at 
the truancy figures, particularly in the early grades. 

 Because if you think about it, five-year-olds, six-year-olds, they’re not 
out on the street skipping class without someone knowing what’s 
going on.  And young kids can miss a lot of school with very legitimate 
reasons.  But at some point, missing too much school, even if it’s for 
very legitimate reasons, means you are losing opportunities to learn in 
the classroom, and you’re likely to fall behind academically. 

 So let’s start to look even more at this issue.  We know now, that 
nationwide, as many as 10 to 15 percent of students, that’s, like, 7.5 
million kids, are missing nearly a month of school every year.  And in 
some places it’s as high as one out of four.  Honestly, we’ve actually 
worked with districts where it’s even higher than that, over 40 percent.  
But this is a red alert, that students are headed for academic trouble 
and eventually for dropping out of high school.  And I think that part—
that it’s not just a problem in high school.  It’s starting as early as 
kindergarten and pre-K, is one of the things that people are most 
surprised by, because we so often think that poor attendance is really 
a middle school and high school issue.  And I think that’s in part 
because we’ve only been looking at truancy. 

 So here’s some of the data.  What we have seen, this is data from the 
county just south of San Francisco, that when kids were chronically 
absent, in both kindergarten and first, they were less likely to read 
proficiently.  So if you look at this chart, the little 17 percent bar at the 
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very far end, where the kids who were chronically absent in both 
kindergarten and first grade, so they missed 10 percent or more.  The 
bar in the very beginning, the kind of lavender or pink bar there with 
the 64 percent, is the percent of kids who are reading proficiently, if 
they were there at least 95 percent of the time.  They missed less 
than five percent of the school year. 

 That’s a huge difference.  And we’ve also seen with our data, that if 
you want kids to be reading at grade level by the end of third grade, 
what we have to think about is both getting kids ready for school and 
then making sure kids, once they’re in school, continue to show up.  
So the blue line here is with the same sample of kids.  And we looked 
at what was the school readiness levels of those children when they 
came into kindergarten.  The blue line represents those kids who 
came in school ready.  The red line across there is whether or not 
they’re reading at grade level at the end of third grade.  And as you 
can see, if you come in ready but then you don’t continue to come to 
school, because unfortunately we didn’t learn all we ever had to learn 
in pre-K, they don’t get to grade level reading. 

 The other troubling issue is that kids who did not come in school 
ready, so they never got to third grade proficiency.  Now my own 
analysis, this is not necessarily—I don’t know that I have the research 
to prove this, is that this is not about kid’s ability to learn.  It’s that we 
have classrooms that are not designed these days to help the kids 
who are the furthest behind catch up, especially here in California.  
We have huge class sizes.  Very few classroom assistants.  And in 
some way that curriculum is even more lockstep than it ever used to 
be. 

 So this is really troubling data.  But it means that if we want to get the 
kids to reading by third grade by the end of—reading at the end of 
third grade, which I think you all know is such a critical marker of 
graduation.  Because if you can’t read by the end of third grade, you 
can’t learn to read in fourth and fifth and in the future so well, and you 
start to fall behind.   

 So this is a pretty key issue.  We’ve also seen that the attendance 
patterns that begin in even preschool, can get reflected in the later 
years.  So this is actually data from Chicago.  And if you see that very 
steep line going from top to bottom, the blue line at the top, those are 
the kids who are missing over 20 percent of preschool when—and 
these are—so if you think about 2008/09, that’s three-year-olds.  Two 
thousand nine, ten, is that same cohort of three-year-olds, but when 
they’re four.  And then 2010/11 is that same group of three-year-olds, 
but now they’re five. 

 So the kids who started off missing a ton of preschool when they were 
three, their attendance gets better, but they’re still chronically absent 
when they’re five and in kindergarten.  So it’s not that your attendance 
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doesn’t improve, but it may not improve sufficiently enough.  And what 
the kid’s attendance patterns were in pre-K, gave you a clue as to 
what some of their challenges might be by the time they’re in 
kindergarten.  And what we then also know and see, is that students 
with more years of chronic absence, every year of chronic absence, 
you have lower scores.  You know, I sometimes think of this as kind 
of, like, you can sort of survive one year of poor teaching.  But it’s 
pretty hard to survive two years of poor teaching because it just—
making up for the task becomes—the time lost on task in the 
classroom becomes so daunting. 

 We see the same thing with chronic absence.  And this is actually that 
same slide, but showing you what are the risk levels.  So, you know, 
kids who are chronically absent pre-K, first, second, they have huge 
risks.  We also know that the long—for young children, the long-term 
impact of chronic absence is most troubling for kids in poverty, 
because kids who are in poverty, are especially dependent on school 
as a place for learning literacy and numeracy.  Oftentimes kids in 
poverty are poor because their parents weren’t highly educated.  Or 
their parents are working multiple jobs. So when they’re home, it’s not 
like they’re sitting there in this alternative language and numeracy rich 
environment. 

 So what we saw—and this was not true for kids who were not in 
poverty—kindergarten chronic absence predicted lower fifth grade 
outcomes.  You know, we also know—actually let me go back to that 
for a second, that one of the challenges is that kids who are in poverty 
are also more likely to be affected by the kinds of systemic barriers, 
poor transportation, unsafe neighborhoods, lack of access to 
healthcare.  Even challenging poor schools that aren’t very engaging, 
that lead to multiple years of chronic absence. 

 So the sad part is, poor kids actually, by the way, also gain the most 
when they come to school.  Their literacy gains are greater, but 
they’re the most likely to not come to school often enough and most 
likely to affect those kinds of barriers—or to be affected by those kinds 
of barriers, which mean they’re chronically absent for multiple years.  
And in Oakland, we had the chance to work with the district to try to 
kind of unpack what happens if you look at what happens for the 
trajectory as kids get older.  So we looked at a cohort of kids, starting 
with when they were in first grade and looking at what happened to 
them by the time they got to sixth grade. 

 So it turns out that if you had one year chronic absence, let’s say in 
first grade, you are almost six times more likely to be chronically 
absent in sixth grade.  You had lower sixth grade test scores and 
higher levels of suspension.  But the very challenging other piece of 
information was that if the years multiplied, so if by the time—if you 
were—had three years of chronic absence in elementary school, you 
were eighteen times more likely to be chronically absent in six.  
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 There are kids who fall off and have challenges in middle—in high 
school.  But I think the kids who we are most challenged, not that 
we’re so struggling to bring back in middle and high school or maybe 
they even drop out that early, maybe kids who we actually lost as 
early as kindergarten and first.  And in California, where truancy is 
defined as unexcused absences, we’ve seen kids not—no one 
intervenes, because unexcused absences is masking who’s missing 
too much school for any reason.  And so those kids who are 
chronically absent, no one’s noticing. 

 You know, another thing I just say about that noticing is, sometimes 
people say, “Well, of course teachers would notice. They take 
attendance every day.”  But the problem is, is that you can take 
attendance every day, but you might not—and you’d notice if a child 
was gone three or four days in a row.  But you might not pick up on 
the kid who’s missing let’s say once every two weeks.  This is where 
we need to be using electronic data systems to help us, because 
especially with class sizes too big.  It’s hard to see that. 

 We also know that there is a relationship between chronic absence 
and suspension.  You know, suspension in first grade does predict 
later sixth grade suspension.  But thank God, the incidence of first 
grade suspension, I frankly don’t understand what a kid could do in 
first grade to get themselves suspended, is much smaller than first 
grade chronic absence.  But chronic absence also identifies higher 
rates of suspension. 

 So again, it’s an early risk sign that we need to be paying attention to.  
By the time you get to middle school though, I will say that 
suspensions become much more one of the reasons why kids are 
actually also missing too much school.  They’re literally pushed out of 
school, especially if you have sort of inappropriate, ineffective school 
discipline happening, where the solution is suspension.  I mean, it 
drives me nuts when I hear things like—although this is good news, I 
guess it’s progress.  In Rhode Island, they had to pass state 
legislation that said, you know, you can’t suspend kids for being 
truant.  That’s crazy.  Whoever thought you should suspend kids for 
being truant?  And yet that happens throughout this country 
sometimes. It’s just not going to help.  We’ve got to figure out other 
solutions.   

 So what we know, and Loujeania already kind of inferred some of this, 
is that by middle and high school, chronic absence is a sure fire 
indication of dropout.  And again, this multiple years of chronic 
absence is truly a challenge.  So this is Utah data, across all socio-
economic backgrounds.  By middle and high school, this association 
between dropout holds true for kids of every socio-economic class.  
But it’s for every year of chronic absence, you have a higher likelihood 
of dropout.  And this is actually looking at, again, eighth through 
twelfth grade. 
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 So if anytime between eighth and twelfth grade a child in Utah was 
chronically absent, over a third of them were dropping out.  If there 
were two years, half of them were dropping out, if you kept looking at 
what happened to them academically. 

 So I’m—let me do one thing first.  Let me just ask all of you, I’d be 
really interested in first knowing whether or not your communities 
actually measure and track chronic absence, meaning defining ten 
percent or more of the school year, missing ten percent or more of the 
school year.   

Moderator: And you can just click on the little button that’s there for yes or no, and 
you can change your mind if you decide that another number or 
another answer is appropriate.  So we’ll leave it open for a little while 
longer.  Hopefully everybody has a chance to help Hedy out here with 
your answers.   

Hedy Chang: Well, I’m excited that over half of you are actually tracking and 
monitoring this issue because boy, when I first started this work about 
eight years ago, this is before Attendance Works was started, no one 
was tracking.  So it’s exciting to see some real progress in the country 
as more people have become familiar with this term. 

Moderator: All right, so I’ve stopped the poll, and here’s the results.  Now the 
audience can see and you as well. 

Hedy Chang: Yeah.  Well, thank you.  Again, I think a couple of years ago, had I 
done the same kind of poll, the yes and no would have been reversed.  
So that’s really helpful, and the fact that you’re not sure is actually not 
so uncommon.  There’s so much confusion about what is chronic 
absence in my own school district of San Francisco.  I think it took a 
year and a half for me.  I went through—one of my school board 
members had passed a chronic absence measure require—asking 
the school district to track it.  I was working with them in partnership, 
and for the first year and a half, because we had such a strong sense 
of what is truancy, they’d keep giving them data and it would be 
truancy data. 

 The school district is now fully on board, but it took a long time to 
make sure people understood that we actually needed to be using our 
data to crunch a different measure that wasn’t the state’s definition of 
truancy, which we had been traditionally required to monitor.  And 
now that understanding is there, the tracking is definitely happening.  
It’s very exciting to see, but it’s so confusing, because people have 
this myth. 

 So I think we’d love to get some questions.  Folks, I don’t know, can 
you give them—just remind folks how they best submit questions 
again? 
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Moderator: I sure can.  And to do that we’re going to use the general chat area, 
and it’s right here.  And some of you have put questions in here.  The 
area is privatized, so feel free to put questions.  Only our speakers 
and I will see your question.  So just type in the general chat area and 
then go down here to the text line and send it right down here.  Send it 
or press “enter” on this text line and we’ll see your question.  So 
again, go to the general chat, which is down here.  If you are in full 
screen mode, you can just click “escape” to get back to the screen 
with general chat if you want to.  Type your question down here in the 
text line and then press “enter” or “send” and we’ll see your question. 

 And with that, Loujeania, I will also have you join us for now, because 
I know you’ve received some questions. 

Loujeania Bost: Yes, thank you Mary Joe.  One of the questions that I have received, 
we got some indication about the number of states that was tracking 
chronic absences.  But I want to ask the question of you, Hedy, would 
you suggest replacing truancy with chronic absences, and if so, why? 

Hedy Chang: I don’t know that I would replace it.  I think we need to look at multiple 
measures, because they measure different things.  But it’s really 
important for you to know what your truancy measure in your state is 
and they serve valuable functions.  Truancy, you know, does indicate 
that a kid may be skipping school and as a parent of a teenager, I 
would want to know if the data shows that my kid isn’t getting to 
school, and I think I’m sending him out the front door and he’s not 
there. 

 So I think that would be helpful.  And in California, you know, we have 
a truancy measure which is, any child who misses three days of 
school for—without a valid reason, then that triggers a letter to home, 
to let a parent know that that’s happening.  So it’s really meant as a 
parent notification.  In other states it’s a different measure.  In 
Maryland, it’s missing 20 percent of the year due to unexcused 
absences.  I think this is where there’s sort of state and local control of 
how you want to think about it. 

 And then there’s this question I see here about how do you define 
excused versus unexcused?  Again, this can vary a lot by state.  This 
is—to me this is where you need to understand your local data in 
order for you to figure out what truancy means and how are people 
looking at excused and unexcused.  And different states actually 
define it relatively differently.  What I’m suggesting is that, because 
people have a strong system of looking at truancy and looking for 
kids.  What I’m looking at is chronic absence, which is missing ten 
percent of school for any reason. 

 And in that case, I want that to be a trigger for someone to know that 
a child is missing so much school that they’re at risk academically.  
And then you can take that data and unpack how much is excused, 
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unexcused, for what different kinds of reasons and then figure out 
how to address.   

 I’m also seeing a question about, is anyone tracking minutes late to 
school?  And that’s very complicated, and this can vary by state.  You 
know, this is a question of how you have your local data systems and 
how well there’s even consensus about when is late and when school 
starts.  What I usually—we have not—because it’s so difficult to have 
any consistency around the late issues, we’ve emphasized looking at 
this whole day as just an indicator.  But what we’ve emphasized and 
we’ll get into it when we talk about solutions to improving attendance, 
is that you can reward children or recognize good and improved 
attendance based on making sure that kids are showing up on time. 

 So I see this question of what does your—okay— 

Moderator: What does your state do to put responsibility on parents, isn’t that 
where it belongs? 

Hedy Chang: So for me, this is actually a shared responsibility.  My state of 
California does say, parents—so I’m not sure whether this is a 
question about my state or whether it’s a question about what I view 
should happen.  There are lots of reasons why kids are chronically 
absent, and we need to use the data to unpack that.  So I think it’s 
schools, communities and parents, but absolutely parents are a key 
piece of this equation and ultimately have bottom line responsibility for 
kids getting to school every day. 

 In California, the state law is, certainly the notification of truancy first 
goes to parents.  And then there is actually legislation that kids, if they 
continue to be truant and they’re—they should have a school 
attendance review team which should happen, that parents should be 
a part of.  Later on that can go to a district level attendance review 
team that parents are to be a part of and helping shape a different 
solution.  And if that doesn’t work, it can go to the courts and parents 
can be fined and charged criminally. 

 Usually the best attorneys I know use it kind of is a carrot and a stick, 
where what happens is that if you don’t respond and turn things 
around, then the criminal charges could proceed.  But they—usually 
what happens is they’re able to use it as a stick for the most, the 
families for whom it’s most not working.  And actually by providing 
supports and getting them education and support, they can actually 
provide the incentive of dropping the charges and the fines.  There’s a 
whole system of supports.  I think legal interventions are really ones 
that should only be used as a question of last—a last resort solution.   

Moderator: Okay, there was just one other clarification, if you just had a moment 
to define chronic absence and truancy.  I think you addressed it, but if 
there was some other definition you wanted to add. 
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Hedy Chang: Yeah, again, I think chronic absence is missing ten percent or more of 
school for any reason.  But truancy is highly variable, completely 
differs by state and in many ways even by the locality, because how 
localities define excused and unexcused absences, which truancy is 
usually about, is something that just varies significantly. 

Moderator: Okay, we can return to the presentation.  Loujeania, did you have any 
other questions for now?  We do have two other question segments 
coming up. 

Loujeania Bost: No, I didn’t have any other questions for now.  However, we’ve spent 
some time admiring statistics and looking at the numbers and whatnot 
and have you.  And that’s good and dandy because it’s important for 
us to set us up for where we go next.  And so now I want you to talk 
about—let’s turn to some possible solutions for reducing chronic 
absences.  What works?  What has proven to work?  What works 
best?  When does it work? 

Hedy Chang: Great, happy to do so.  So what I would say is, before we fully go into, 
you know, what are the strategies that have worked, I want to 
acknowledge that in order to understand what’s going to work, you 
have to understand why kids aren’t showing up in the first place.  And 
we’ve sort of put those reasons for why into three big buckets.  One 
bucket is myths.  People think, for example, that absences are only a 
problem if they’re unexcused.  People think that sporadic versus 
consecutive absences, you know, the kid who misses one every two 
weeks is a problem.  When in fact those sporadic absences can be a 
real problem. 

 Or they think that attendance only matters in the older grades.  We 
actually see this from research that has been conducted with parents 
who say, “Yeah, it matters in middle and high school, but really, it 
matters whether my kid is going to school every day in elementary 
school or preschool?”  And they don’t see that connection.   

 Then there are issues of barriers.  I mean, you have a lot of kids who 
are chronically absent, and I see, for example, a real concentration 
when you geomap it with places where there’s high levels of asthma 
or a lack of access to healthcare.  Kids actually don’t have a medical 
home, or they don’t have health insurance, or there’s poor 
transportation, or there’s high levels of neighborhood violence.  I 
mean, they’re other kind of barriers, but these are examples of what 
those barriers can be. 

 And then sometimes chronic absence actually can be an example of 
aversion.  You know, the kid is struggling academically. Or even on a 
mild level, sometimes, like, separation anxiety.  A kid shows up and, 
you know, in kindergarten, this is the first time they’re going to school.  
They didn’t go to preschool, and they keep showing up with stomach 
aches and the parents think that they’re sick when actually it’s more 
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the kid’s anxiety—has anxiousness.  And you got to deal with it in a 
different way. 

 But sometimes when you see chronic absence, so I’ve seen—you 
look at data sometimes and so often kindergarten, chronic absence is 
the highest in the elementary grades, but half the kids are actually 
coming from one of the five kindergarten classrooms.  And I’ve had 
different people tell me what’s going on.  That sometimes it really is 
that you’ve got a parent—a teacher who doesn’t know how to engage 
the kids.  Doesn’t know how to engage the parents, and the—you see 
this in middle school too—and the kids will walk with their feet.  
Sometimes, you know, in this case, in one case I knew of a classroom 
with high levels of chronic absence and a parent told me that it was a 
bullying issue.  A kid was bullying and all the other kids were really 
disturbed by this. 

 Sometimes, I also think there’s a challenge in that chronic absence 
can also reflect not just—particularly among young kids, what’s 
happening with the kid, but if school was not a place of hope and help 
and support and a positive experience for parents, parents may not 
feel that comfortable sending their children to school.  And that can be 
reflected, because they’re not quite seeing how it’s going to help their 
child.  They may have hopes and beliefs and dreams for their kids, but 
they may not be sure that school is the place where they want—that 
it’s going to be realized. 

 We talk about how that going to school every day reflects your belief 
that you’ve got to hope for a better future.  You’ve got faith that putting 
that child will help you and your child to succeed.  And then you’ve 
also got the capacity.  You’ve got this understanding of how absences 
add up and you got to monitor it.  Or you have the resources or the 
skills, you know, whether that’s the bus to get to school or how to—all 
the strategies for getting your kid to have the bedtime routines that’ll 
make sure that they’ll get up in the morning.  And you need to have 
the healthcare that allows you to have the capacity.  Health issues 
actually among adults can also affect whether or not kids get to 
school. 

 So the reason why it’s important to understand that information, is that 
you need to—your solutions—actually I’m going to go back to this 
slide for a moment.  The solutions are different depending on whether 
the problem is a barrier, like healthcare, or the lack of understanding 
of the myths that get in the way, or whether there is aversion.  And 
what we talk about is that we see this set of strategies as working to 
really help to get people understanding—build a kind of habit and a 
culture of attendance.  Address the myths, while getting a deeper 
understanding of the systemic barriers that we need. 

 Now you need to use attendance data to monitor this, but one of the 
things you can do, for example, is you can engage kids and families in 
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helping them understand these myths.  You can also [certainly] do the 
engagement through good and improved attendance.  This isn’t just 
by giving perfect attendance awards, but by—for example, different 
ways you can actually do some of this.  You can—we know of schools 
where every time a kid comes in on time that morning, they get a new 
lottery ticket.  And then the lottery ticket goes—the kids can use 
towards the holidays, to buy gifts for their families. 

 You can even use free breakfast in the classroom as a way of both 
encouraging attendance, because you get to have your free breakfast.  
And also you get to have time with your teacher, especially if you get 
there early.  But the kids—so it’s in itself an incentive.  But then you 
can also use strategies for—we have flyers.  We have interactive 
activities.  Cecelia will go into some of this more in depth, where you 
really help bring home the fact that this [is a] responsibility that 
parents can have, but also that providers can engage with folks. 

 And the other key piece of this is that we really need to be using our 
data, so that as soon as a child starts to become chronically absent, 
someone is engaging in very positive, personalized early outreach.  
Finding out, “So it’s been the first month of school—you’ve missed 
already two or three days.  We’ve missed you.  We would like—you 
know, we want to—what would help you come to school?”  Are there 
barriers we could be addressing?  In Providence, Rhode Island, for 
example, when folks had done this, they found out that parents were 
working the night shift and falling asleep before they could get their 
kids to school.   

 So again, they address the issue by opening up a free—an early 
morning breakfast club.  In other cases when they’ve looked at the 
data and they found—or the outreach, you know, sometimes it’s that 
parents didn’t feel comfortable that the school could address an 
asthmatic attack.  So then you’ve got to work on that.  The 
personalized early outreach both allows you to send a very direct 
message to an individual student that you care and you want them 
there, but it also allows you to unpack what are the barriers.  And then 
if you have a team monitoring the attendance data in practice, looking 
for where the data’s concentrated and hearing these stories, they can 
figure out what it is they need to engage in a programmatic solution.  
Because in fact just addressing the issue, kid by kid by kid, is in fact 
not going to address some of the bigger issues, why kids aren’t 
showing up to school. 

 And this is part of kind of a comprehensive approach, that legal 
strategies that we so often use for truancy—are in that recovery 
program at the very top.  What we haven’t been investing in is these 
early intervention programs and universal prevention programs, that 
allow us to help kids before we ever have to resort to any kind of legal 
strategies.  You know, in Oakland, I’ll just give an example, folks have 
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asked what kind of difference have we seen.  And we’ve seen some 
really impressive decreases when people adopt these strategies. 

 For example, in Oakland, there’s a middle school where they started 
the year looking at—really they created an attendance team.  They 
came up with a list—the district was providing the data, so they were 
looking at the lists of kids and calling them.  And they would use the 
school nurse, the parent engagement specialist, the after school 
providers, to call kids and find out what’s going on.  It’s not a schools 
alone solution, particularly around that personalized early outreach.  
They would figure out if there are different issues. 

 They decreased their chronic absence levels from 15 to 7 percent in a 
single academic year, and they had the highest increase in academic 
performance that they’ve ever had in the last, I think, 10 years.  So we 
definitely saw an impact.  And they were doing attendance incentives, 
and in overall, they had a really great principal who was creating a 
more welcoming, warm environment.  And they are continuing to use 
their data to see how they can really move the needle on this. 

 In another community they started to—they’ve been using the data to 
figure out kids for doing home visiting, as well as doing attendance 
incentives in their schools.  The principals are really using this data 
and talking about this, and they have decreased, this is in New Britain, 
Connecticut, they decreased their chronic absence levels among their 
kindergarteners from 30 to 21 percent district wide.  So certainly 
we’ve seen real improvements.  Loujeania, would you like—should I—
do you have questions for me? 

Loujeania Bost: We have a couple of questions left over from the audience before that 
are in the hopper.  Mary Joe, you want to give those? 

Moderator: Sure.  The first one is, have your strategies, or these strategies you’re 
talking about, decreased absenteeism?  I think you’ve addressed a 
little bit of this, but a little more on that? 

Hedy Chang: Sure, and let me bring in one more slide here too.  Let me go to this 
slide here.  I’ll go—we talk about that at the school level, you need to 
have those strategies that I just mentioned around personalized 
outreach, recognizing, improving—recognizing good and improved 
attendance, as well as the engagement of parents.  But this also 
needs to come with support from the district level.  So the district, 
because some stuff you don’t want to just do at a school by school 
basis, especially in a larger district.  Smaller districts, it may be a little 
bit of a different scenario. 

 But in the districts, they need to support it through positive messaging, 
capacity building, actionable data, so that the—because that’s not 
something you usually just create at a school level, and having shared 
accountability.  For example, making sure that schools, as they come 
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up with their school improvement plans, have to articulate what is their 
chronic absence level?  How are they going to partner with community 
partners to improve it?  Or you can even have contracts with 
community partners, in part reflecting goals around chronic absence. 

 You can actually have shared accountability with families, so that if 
you have a kid who’s chronically absent, then you have an attendance 
improvement plan that talks about, both what the family will do and 
what the school will do.  What we’ve seen is that when—the first set of 
slides, I’ll see if I’m doing this right, hopefully, Mary Joe.  When 
schools are engaging in these universal strategies, you will see an 
impact at that school level.   

 For it to be sustained and to move district wide, you have to have 
these things happening at a district level.  And so when you start to 
see cross district changes, when you have a kind of district wide effort 
going on.  So the scale of impact depends a lot on how deep and 
broad and systemic your adoption of these strategies are.  And I will 
say that one of the things we’ve seen is that as districts start to think 
about what they want to do, you can use your chronic absence data to 
support the work.  You can use your chronic absence data to both—
so chronic absence is usually not the same across the schools within 
a district. 

 There are some schools with lower levels of chronic absence.  
Sometimes that’s because they are more high income.  And so 
they’ve, just by virtue of their population, they’re not dealing with so 
much of a challenge.  But you can use your data to do two things.  
You can find the schools that are struggling with let’s say 20 percent 
or more levels of chronic absence.  Or you can also find schools that 
have much lower levels of chronic absence, despite having large 
numbers of chronic—of low income kids.  And then you can find those 
positive outliers and unpack what those principals are doing, in order 
to really inspire other folks.  And what we’ve usually found is that the 
strategies that we talk about at the school level, while they may look 
different, those same principles are being carried out. 

Loujeania Bost: As we begin to look Hedy, we see some of the same thing in the work 
that we do, how a combination of those strategies, and particularly 
with community involvement, only serves to strengthen the outcomes 
that they have at the level of school.  I have a question, that when 
community implements all of these ingredients for focus—that focus 
on success and sustainabilities, what type of impact can they expect 
to see, and how early can they look at seeing it? 

Hedy Chang: Well, you can start to see whether your strategies are working, like, 
the end of that first quarter of school.  Because the great thing about 
attendance data, is you take it every day.  It is true though that you 
don’t want to, like, look at it every single day across the district.  You’ll 
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drive yourself nuts, and it’s not enough time.  You’ve got to give 
people enough time to actually implement something.   

 So I would say that you should be monitoring it monthly or quarterly to 
see whether you’re on the right track.  You probably can’t say until the 
end of a full school year, did it work?  What we are—and I will say, 
this is something we’re really toying with, but we’re thinking, given 
where we’ve seen impact, that if a school district or a school really 
implements both the site level strategy and these district level 
ingredients, we think they should at the end of the first year, be able to 
see a 20 percent reduction in chronic absence from whatever their 
baseline was.  So if you were at 30 percent, you’d have a 6 percent 
reduction, 20 percent, a 5 percent reduction. 

Loujeania Bost: And that’s about what we see in the schools that we’re tracking.  And 
we also see that whenever schools are really focusing on improving 
the performance of youth who make gains, not just the perfect 
attendance and not just those that have different thresholds, but 
students themselves who are making gains.  I see you have some 
examples of successful efforts, so [if you] wrote it on the board, that 
you want to talk about those? 

Hedy Chang: Sure.  So Baltimore is a really good example of a school district that 
has made significant gains.  In part because of where they started 
with their focus, their gains were middle school, and they did that by 
looking at some systemic issues.  Looking at unnecessary 
suspensions, reducing middle school, expanding and monitoring of 
attendance data.  By the way I should say, this is also something that 
you have to keep the focus on.  Like, if you stop keeping your eye on 
something, it’ll start to edge up. 

 So, like, the unnecessary suspension stuff, they, like, cut it 
significantly, almost in half.  And then in the last, couple of years ago, 
it started to inch on up, you know, and was contributing to the chronic 
absence rates.  But then they then re-instituted this last year, this 
really wonderful school climate [lock], which they also look at the 
chronic absence data as part of the school climate.  And they were 
seeing significant reductions again in suspension and starting to see 
the needle moving down again. 

 So this is one of those things.  It’s a very—attendance is a very 
responsive measure.  So you’ll see, if you’re paying attention to it, and 
if you’re not—and I know, like, this is not Baltimore, another district 
where it was at the elementary level, where they had really paid 
attention to kindergarten and first grade chronic absence.  And then 
those kids got to third grade, and their reading scores started going 
up.  And then there was a bunch of changes.  Their community school 
effort shifted.  The leadership effort, and they stopped paying attention 
to the attendance data and the attendance strategies, in [CAN 1] 
especially, because they had third grade reading scores going up. 
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 And then their chronic absence level started going up again.  But their 
third grade reading scores—because, you know, this is a cohort 
effect, “Actually we’re already so better.”  So they were at—they 
stopped recognizing it.  But again, the early warning sign was that 
their kindergarten and first grade chronic absence started edging up.  
You got to keep paying attention.  It’s not like an inoculation.  I’ll put 
this in place and now we’re good.   

Loujeania Bost: And that’s one more plug, that all schools should have some form of 
early warning systems or early warning tools in place, so that they can 
continuously look at that data to flag those students that are 
potentially at risk.  So that there is a prevention mode as opposed to 
always an intervention and a recovery mode for that. 

Hedy Chang: Absolutely, and it’s that prevention mode that most easily starts to 
dissipate, you know.  It’s, like, people forget it because you take it for 
granted, and then it bites you later.  And this is New York City, by the 
way, just to say a little bit more about this example.  So they both do 
school wide incentives.  They do everything, businesses, all sorts of 
things.  Your incentives actually can vary by age of kid.  We have a 
whole packet on—if we can make sure that your folks get it, about 
different ways of thinking about incentives.  Some are very, very low 
cost and then some are more expensive.  But they also had these 
celebrity wake up calls, where kids can pick which—you know, like, 
famous baseball star, famous, I don’t know, singer.  Do you want Nicki 
Minaj to give you a call in the morning and tell you to wake up? 

 So that’s a really nice thing, and you can sign up for these things.  
They have these data dashboards, but most importantly in New York, 
where they’ve really had impact, is they have these success mentors.  
They know who are the kids who were chronically absent the year 
before.  Those folk—then they assign them to a success mentor and 
they look in different forms.  Sometimes it’s a [City Year] person.  
Sometimes it’s actually an in school mentor who’s willing to take two 
or three kids.  Sometimes it’s an experienced or retired person.  
Sometimes it’s social work interns from the local universities who are 
assigned to these kids to make sure that they can check in on them.  
To acknowledge when they have—they’re in school.  Check in on 
them when they are having challenges and then to—and sometimes 
for—particularly for, like, the [City Year] members, it quickly could get 
beyond their level of expertise.  So then they have to know when to 
refer it to a case worker, if it’s a more serious problem. 

 But they have been able to really significantly improve the number of 
days that their kids are attending, because at some level, this is all 
about personal relationships.  [inaudible] come to school when kids 
show up. 

Loujeania Bost: We have all—I’m sorry, we have almost answered the last two 
questions that’s currently in the hopper now.  But I’m going to read 
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those to you to see if there’s anything additional you want to add to 
those.  Are any schools recognizing, [reporting] attendance 
systematically?  And I think you showed us some examples of those.  
And also, whose attendance have improved from one month to the 
next, keeping in mind the number of days of enrol are—are all 
students whose attendance has improved from one month to the next, 
are they keeping mind the days of enrolment?  And then there’s a 
follow-up question, what incentives the school is using? 

Hedy Chang: Yeah, so for this issue, are schools recognizing attendance 
systemically, I think the more—the deeper question is, are districts 
helping to make sure this happens systemically?  Schools can do it 
systemically by making sure all the parents—the teachers are part of 
a team, that really build attendance incentives and talk about what 
would work and what would be meaningful to their kids.  But the key 
to doing it well is having the data to really do this.  Now that means 
both teachers are taking roll accurately, but it also means that districts 
are helping to make sure that you’ve got accurate—the data, once it 
comes in, is being churned out in a way that you can recognize those 
kids.  Because that’s how you can do it from one month to the next, 
because you’re not basing it on days.  You’re basing it on, you know, 
for every week, are the kids showing up? 

 So I think just keep in mind, districts are essential to the systemic 
approaches.  Though certainly at a school, you can do things more 
systemically and it’s when there’s a principal who sees this, will form 
an attendance team, will make sure every single one of their teachers, 
their janitors, anyone in the room, are together in recognizing and 
building a culture of attendance and acknowledging kids when they 
show up to school every day.   

 And incentives, really to me, are a combination of sort of material 
incentives, or whatever, just acknowledgement, little stars.  One of my 
favorite incentives was a principal who, her incentive was, every 
teacher—that classrooms with the best attendance or the—most of 
the kids who were there all that week, would get—the classroom who 
had that best record would get a 15 minute extra recess break.  That 
the principal would take the kids for 15 more minutes, and the teacher 
would get an extra 15 minutes for their lunch break. 

 So we also should think about what incentives incentivizes the adults.  
You can also think about parents and what incentives will help them 
bring their kids to school too. 

Loujeania Bost: There are a ton of things that we could think about.  The main key for 
incentives is, what will work for this student, or what will work for this 
parent?  Or what ticks for the teacher?  Now I want to ask this selfish 
question by way of transitioning into our next area.  How does chronic 
absence affect students with disabilities? 
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Hedy Chang: Yeah, and I think we should have Cecelia answer that. 

Cecelia Leong: All right, very happy to answer that question.  It’s a great question 
Loujeania, and it’s one that we started asking ourselves at Attendance 
Works over a year ago.  What we saw, and what limited data we saw, 
really suggested that students with disabilities were—have higher 
rates of chronic absence than students without.  For example, this is a 
chart of five districts that we actually have their chronic absence data.  
And as you can see from here, there’s a difference for students with 
disabilities.  Between five to ten percent higher chronic absence rates. 

 So the reason I show you this data is that there really is no national 
data on chronic absence rates for students with disabilities.  But this 
suggests and sparked our interest into investigating what was really 
happening for students with disabilities.  So we decided about a year 
ago that we’d explore and try to find out what was happening. 

 And so we did a review of the literature and not surprisingly, we found 
that there were really no data for attendance patterns with students 
with disabilities, no national data.  We didn’t find a lot of research 
about best practices either.  And so what we decided to do was to 
work with some of our partners, to explore and find out what was 
happening with students with disabilities and attendance patterns. 

 So we partnered with an expert on early intervention from George 
Washington University.  We worked with our developer, Applied 
Survey Research, and we found a district partner that was willing to 
experiment with us and explore this uncharted territory.   

 So the tools that we had ASR develop for us is a variation on our 
district attendance tracking tool.  And we have a set of tracking tools 
that we provide for free, that are spreadsheet tools.  You dump your 
attendance data in and it provides—it auto calculates chronic absence 
rates for districts, and it also gives pattern analysis.  So it breaks 
down the patterns by sub-groups. 

 And so ASR created a special education variation of this tool for us.  
It’s a companion to the elementary, middle and high school tool.  And 
it helps us look at the attendance patterns of students with disabilities 
by their type of disability, by grade level, school, type of placement, 
gender, ethnicity, English learner status and free and reduced priced 
lunch status.  That we really wanted to take a finer grain look at what 
was happening for students, rather than this big, vague, you know, 
category of students with disabilities.  We wanted to see what types of 
disabilities were particularly associated with poor attendance. And 
finally what the tool does is it provides schools with a list of students 
by their chronic absence levels and by disability.  

 So ASR created that tool for us, and we were very fortunate to find a 
district partner, New Bedford, Massachusetts.  We had worked with 
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New Bedford before generally, in terms of trying to design 
interventions for chronic absence.  And they were the perfect partner, 
both for their willingness to work on the issue with us, as well as their 
general commitment.  If you take a look at this, you can see that they, 
like many other districts, have higher rates of chronic absence for 
students with IEPs versus students without.  In 2011/12, it was 24 
percent versus 19 percent. 

 And they were a district that was already creating a lot of the 
interventions that Hedy discussed earlier, both at the school and the 
district levels.  And as you can see here, after just one semester of 
sustained interventions, they really were bringing their chronic 
absence rates down.   When we started with them and we did the 
initial analysis, you could see they had really high rates of chronic 
absence, both in their high school as well as in their kindergarten 
levels.  And as you can see, in January 2013, when we did another 
snapshot of their chronic absence data by grade, they really brought 
down those rates. 

 So that was great news, and it made them a wonderful partner.  But 
what we saw after we used the new special ed district attendance 
tracking tool, was that despite these universal interventions, despite 
the work that they were doing, the disparity in attendance patterns 
between students with IEPs and without, persisted.  And so you can 
see as bracketed, the difference between the students with IEPs and 
without.  And even in January ’13, they brought their chronic absence 
rates down, but it was still 20 percent versus 13 percent for students 
with IEPs, versus without. 

 So we took a look with them at their—these are some of the results 
from the special ed [DATT], which—this aggregates by disability, type 
of disability.  And as you can see here, this is a chart showing the 
numbers of students by disability, who are chronically absent.  And as 
you can see here, there are several categories of disabilities that have 
really high rates of chronic absence.  Starting with specific learning 
disability, which includes dyslexia, developmental delay, intellectual 
disability and autism. 

 And when we looked by grade level, the transition years really stood 
out as the spikes in the data, where chronic absence really went up 
for students with disabilities.  So we also did a short site visit and had 
the chance to talk with parents, students, teachers, administrators.  A 
wide range of people in the district.  And we were really trying to get at 
why students with disabilities were missing school, and we heard a 
variety of reasons.   

 Some of the kids, especially the pre-K ones, really were experiencing 
greater health challenges, and we heard from students that sense of 
great difficulty in those transitions from elementary to middle and 
middle to high school.  I think what they really talked about that was 
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very informative, was how their sense of feeling paid attention to, 
cared for, supported, really shifted as they move from a smaller, 
nurturing elementary school environment, to a larger, busier, maybe 
less personal environment.  We heard a bit about bullying, and then 
as students got older and perhaps were building on shakier 
foundations, they were feeling more disengaged or discouraged by 
the more challenging curriculum at the upper grades. 

 So this was just a preliminary first exploration, and I don’t want to 
overstate what we’ve learned.  But it was very provocative, and I 
really would actually like to hear from this audience and from 
Loujeania, about some of the reasons why you have experienced, or 
you have seen, students with disabilities having higher rates of 
chronic absence. 

Loujeania Bost: Thank you Cecelia.  What we find in our work is pretty much the same 
as you have found, is that there is not a significant difference between 
what you have here, health problems.  And particularly, both those 
youth who have other health impairment, but also those youth who 
have serious emotional disturbance, who miss days out of school 
because of mental health needs.  And we also have—we find that 
students that are—that don’t come to school for a variety of reasons.  
If their parents had a bad experience in school, or if there is a parent 
attitude that well, you know, missing a few days of school is not really 
going to make all that much difference. 

 So there is a—there is that piece, as well as, as they begin to look at 
late middle school and high school, there’s an issue of students 
actually, in these economic times, staying home to help to work to 
support families.  So there is a variety of the same reasons that you 
see for students with and without disabilities. 

 As we begin to move forward here, you mentioned something about 
the attendance tracking tools.  Are they available to the general 
public?  And I also know that you have some additional resources that 
you wanted to share with us before the end of the program. 

Cecelia Leong: Absolutely.  So the District Attendance Tracking Tool is available.  
You can go to our Attendance Works’ website and just plug in, in the 
search box, “DATT,” or—I believe I attached a flyer to the handouts 
that you could use to look up the registration link.  And that’s available 
absolutely free of charge.  That’s the K-5 DATT.  And it actually has a 
companion piece called The School Attendance Tracking Tool.  And 
it’s really—it’s just a time saver.  It’s really aggravating trying to take 
all your data and create charts and everything by hand. 

 So we’ve done it for you and free of charge, right on the website.  The 
middle school and high school tools are less readily available.  We 
release them to a selected group of people that we feel confident can 
manage the complexities of putting data in for period attendance and 
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also dealing with suspensions and such.  So—but they are available 
for us.  We do not charge for that. 

 And then if anyone is interested in taking a look at the special ed 
DATT, please contact me.  We’ve just developed it.  We’ve just tried it 
with one district, and they seem to have found it helpful.  But it would 
be wonderful if others wanted to work with us and try it out and see 
what it tells them and helps them in reducing chronic absence.  So 
would you like me to go on and talk about the other resources? 

Loujeania Bost: Yes, would you please? 

Cecelia Leong: Okay, so you don’t want to do questions now? 

Loujeania Bost: No, we’ll do the questions at the end. 

Cecelia Leong: Okay, sure.  Well, I do want to share with you these resources, and 
thank you for giving us the opportunity to share about them.  So one 
of the things we’re really pushing with our national partners, America’s 
Promise, Civic Enterprise, Points of Light Institute and the Campaign 
for Grade Level Reading, is making this coming September the first 
attendance awareness month across the country.  And so to do that, 
we’re not leaving you to your own resources, but we’re providing 
toolkits and information that can make it much, much easier to do. 

 The first toolkit we have is the Count Us In toolkit, and this is designed 
particularly to help with launching attendance awareness month.  It’s 
an online toolkit.  We’ve provided you the PDF version of it today on 
the handouts.  But it’s online and interactive.  So you can use 
whichever part you need, that you would find helpful.  And it’s really 
designed for a wide variety of people to use.  So I think Hedy was 
really making the point that it’s not parents alone.  It’s not schools 
alone, but it’s the entire community that’s needed to enact the 
solutions to get kids to school each day, every day. 

 And so the toolkit is designed for different groups to use, 
superintendents, Chambers of Commerce, local business leaders, 
mayors, parents, schools.  There’s a variety of information for each 
one of these groups.  And within the toolkit are some key messages 
that Hedy has also touched on, that address some of the myths and 
the barriers that are in people’s minds about attendance.  But the first 
key message we really want to get across is that kids need to develop 
a habit of good attendance early on, so that they can do well later in 
high school, in college and at work.  It’s just a habit they need for life.  
And we want to convey the message that it’s not about compliance, 
but it’s about opportunity to learn in the classroom. 

 And then there’s some, you know, fact based key messages that 
we’re trying to get across that we’ve shared earlier in the webinar.  
That children can suffer if they miss ten percent or more of school.  
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That’s about 18 days of school a year, and it doesn’t matter if it’s 
excused or unexcused.  Sporadic, not consecutive absences matter.  
And we know, especially for kids with disabilities, some absences are 
unavoidable.  If you need to go see that specialist and they’re not 
going to be flexible, you can’t avoid that.  Or kids get sick and they 
need to stay home, and you can’t avoid that. 

 But the important thing is to minimize the absences that you can 
control and get those kids to school as often as possible.  So monitor 
how many days they’re missing. And it really does affect more than 
your individual child.  It affects the other children in the classroom, as 
the teacher has to slow down if you’re coming back after missing 
class and not knowing what’s going on. 

 And as Hedy was saying, it’s a joint responsibility.  Sometimes 
families face challenges that they just can’t take care of on their own.  
If you’re having trouble with healthcare, housing, poor transportation, 
lack of food, schools and communities have to rally and help in order 
to help those families get their kids to school, and all of us can make a 
difference.   

 So those are some of the key messages, and we have a lot of 
materials and sample materials that can be used and delivered in a 
variety of ways.  Some of them which are very, very fun, such as 
incentives, contests, special events, many, many things people can 
do.  So these are—I’m just going to blow through this, but there are 
just so many things that each one of us could do to promote good 
attendance. 

 So the second research I really wanted to share with you is our new 
parent engagement toolkit, called Bringing Attendance Home.  And 
this also is in your handouts, but the online version has interactive 
links that will take you to even more resources.  And this is—I’m so 
proud of this.  We just released it on Tuesday, and it really isn’t just 
about handing a parent a flyer and say, “Wow, you need to do these 
things.”  But it’s a set of exercises that really help you engage parents 
in conversations.  A lot of times people say, “You know, we know 
parent engagement is important, but we just don’t know how, beyond 
giving a nice lecture or handing a flyer out.” 

 And this gives you some tools that you could work with or hand to the 
schools that you work with or groups that are trying to engage 
parents.  So that they can start having those conversations about how 
they can work together to improve attendance. 

 And finally, I just want to reiterate, this is something that we’ve had 
out for a while, but we’re refreshing it for the fall.  Superintendents can 
play an incredible role in responding to chronic absence, and we have 
issued this call for superintendents to do three things.  Own the issue, 
acknowledging that chronic absence is an issue in their district and in 
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their community.  Take a leadership role in mobilizing the community.  
And most importantly, drive with data.  And so that’s available on our 
website, and those are the three pieces I really wanted to share with 
you about attendance awareness month and some of the tools that 
we have available. 

Loujeania Bost: Okay, we have a few minutes remaining for questions.  One of the 
questions that we still have in our hopper from last time, has to do 
with homeless students.  How does a district identify homeless 
students when these students don’t tell that they are—don’t tell you 
that they—don’t tell you they—[laughs] the question didn’t come out 
quite right with the asker.  So I’m going to kind of summarize here with 
that one in the question, the follow up question from the same 
audience.  What do you do about homeless students whenever they 
don’t want to come forward and they don’t feel comfortable with telling 
you that they’re technically homeless? 

Hedy Chang: Cecelia, would you like me to help out on this one? 

Cecelia Leong: You sure could, and then I have a thought too.  But you start Hedy, go 
ahead. 

Hedy Chang: So first of all, I’d say that we’re pretty new to exactly working on the 
homeless issues.  I think that kids who are homeless though are going 
to show up as having multiple moves.  So they’ll be highly mobile 
often, moving from school to school.  So that’s another indicator.  If 
you have a—and this is also where the data problems come into play.  
So if they’re mobile but they’re in the same school district, you may 
pick that up because they have multiple school moves.  But that’s a 
risk.  I mean, I think the mobility is a risk factor.  If you’re seeing a kid 
move two or three times, they’re—and they’re churning within the 
same school district, that’s a sign that there’s some challenges.  And I 
think that’s when you know that there may be some real need for 
personalized outreach, to find out what’s going on and see if they are 
homeless or have other issues. 

 One of the challenges in the data systems is that if you have small—
lots of districts and you don’t have data in a state data system, kids 
will get lost to the data system before you can even detect that they’re 
mobile.  Maybe they come in mid year. 

Cecelia Leong: Right, and my question too is within your district, do you have a 
department that’s tasked with working with students who are 
homeless or in transitional housing?  And that might be a good place 
to start.  It is very hard for a student to self-divulge because there’s a 
sense of vulnerability and shame about that.  So it may be that the 
adults are the ones who need to do the work. 

Loujeania Bost: I would concur with that, because it goes to the point of relationships.  
Why it is that building relationships with students, and particularly 



Early Intervention Matters: 
How Addressing Chronic Absence Can Reduce Dropout Rates 

Page 26 
 

those students that within our observations, appear to be marginalized 
in some way, or that are missing school.  Because with that 
relationship and that building of trust, it will allow the student to 
answer those questions that they’re very uncomfortable with 
answering, so that they can solicit the type of help that they need.  We 
have another question from one of our audience.  Is there any 
suggestions on strategies that you know are in place that would help 
combat absenteeism at the state level once the districts are aware of 
the problem?   

Cecelia Leong: Hedy, I’ll let you take that one. 

Hedy Chang: I will take that, but I’m going to go back to the other one for just a 
quick second.  I think Loujeania, you brought up a really good point 
about this issue of trust.  And it’s one of the reasons why we have to 
move from thinking about attendance and absence as part of a kind of 
truancy legal system.  Because families don’t trust you when they 
think ultimately you’re trying to take them to court.  And we have to 
really shift, because people get very suspicious, unless you are 
incredibly caring.  And families who have been most mistreated and 
most felt that their options weren’t well realized, you know, they 
weren’t recognized and supported in the regular schools, are the most 
distrustful. 

 So it’s almost like an indication of us going the extra mile, to show 
we’re understanding and caring and build relationships.  When I worry 
that because this is so often seen as part of truancy and legal 
compliance with attendance, people actually move into kind of a legal 
mode, which actually alienates families more than it gets them to trust 
you and tell you what’s really going on.  So that’s one issue. 

 And part at the state level.  One of the things is, we need to have 
state data systems that recognize that there’s something called 
chronic absence and there’s something called truancy.  And I’ve been 
actually very intentionally trying to cultivate this understanding of 
chronic absence, because I want it to be a measure without 
judgement, if I can possibly get it to happen.  Where people don’t 
think they absolutely know why kids are gone, and I actually think 
truancy is a very loaded term. 

 So it’s not that we shouldn’t have truancy, but we need another 
measure of chronic absence, so people can see and understand.  And 
the state needs to be monitoring that, needs to be looking for—
making sure that’s part of the measures they track, they calculate, 
they support districts with, they create peer learning networks among 
districts, who are coming up with new kinds of strategies.  And they 
also look for and highlight best practices among those districts who’ve 
really turned this around. 
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Loujeania Bost: And we have one other program related question.  Any suggestions 
on strategies that you know are in place that would help combat—that 
asks the one about absenteeism, once the districts are made aware of 
the problem. 

Hedy Chang: At the state level.  So I was suggesting that the state can do it, go 
through its data tracking and reporting, as well as the kind of technical 
assistance and ultimately peer learning opportunities it creates.  
Because we find some of the best folks who can help people to know 
how to answer a question, whether it’s about how do you get 
administrators on board?  How do you address the issues of 
homeless kids, are often folks who are struggling with the same 
issues on the ground.  And at the state level, you can create 
opportunities to really learn from what’s working best throughout your 
state. 

Loujeania Bost: Okay. 

Cecelia Leong: So I just wanted to say thank you.  I know we’re almost out of time.  
Thank you to the National Center for Prevention of Disabilities for 
inviting us to speak.  We really are thankful that we’ve had the chance 
to talk with you about chronic absence, why it’s a national crisis, why 
we all need to drive with data.  And that it’s a solvable problem if we 
all work together.   

 So we are committed, Attendance Works is committed to providing 
high quality resources to help.  I invite you to visit our website, and I 
just want to thank all of you for listening and participating and giving 
us the opportunity to share our work with you. 

Hedy Chang: And Cecelia said my words well too.  Thank you Cecelia for 
expressing appreciation on the part of Attendance Works, and we 
know that if we all work together, we can turn around this solvable 
problem. 

Moderator: And Loujeania, did you have some closing thoughts? 

Loujeania Bost: Just wanted to thank our audience for being with us today and our 
presenters for a fine job.  And also to let our audience know that 
September is officially attendance month.  There’s a lot of activities 
that’s going to be going on in preparation and response and doing, in 
conjunction with that month.  So stay tuned to our collective websites 
and we will share this information. 

Moderator: That concludes today’s presentation, Early Intervention Matters:  How 
Addressing Chronic Absence Can Reduce Dropout Rates.  It was 
brought to you by the National Dropout Prevention Center for 
Students with Disabilities.  Our speakers have been Dr. Loujeania 
Bost, Hedy Chang and Cecelia Leong.  Thank you all attendees for 
joining us as well.  Now if you have questions that didn’t get answered 
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today, on your screen is the contact information and others also at 
Attendance Works.  A transcript and recording will be available in two 
to three weeks. 

 This 2013 broadcast is brought to you by the National Dropout 
Prevention Center for Students with Disabilities.  It’s a US Department 
of Education, Office of Special Education Programs funded project.  
Materials are copyright free.  However, we do require that when used, 
you credit the National Dropout Prevention Center for Students with 
Disabilities. 

 Thank you all for joining us today.  Once you leave this session, you 
will see an evaluation and we hope you’ll take the time to fill it out.  
Your comments are very helpful.  And then enjoy the rest of your day. 

[End of Recording] 


