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Background and Objectives 
 

The Army, Publicis and Ad Council have, in the past several years, produced 
many PSAs aimed to help prevent teens from dropping out of high 
school.  These PSAs have targeted adults, peers and parents, inspiring them 
each in a different way to help struggling teens graduate from high school.   

In 2012, the Ad Council plans to expand the campaign  by raising awareness 
among English and Spanish-speaking parents of struggling teens about the 
importance of school attendance.  The first step in the campaign 
development process was to speak with parents of teens who are struggling 
in school.  The Ad Council commissioned C&C Hispanic Research Solutions to 
assist in this effort.  

Specific Objectives: 

• Understand parents’ perceptions of school attendance 

• Explore parents’ understanding of the consequences of kids missing 
school 

• Uncover why kids are staying home, skipping school, missing school 

• Explore barriers that prevent parents from getting their kids to school 
every day 

• Identify what parents are willing to do to help their kids attend school 
every day 



Research Design and Screening Criteria 

Ethnographic Research (One-on-one In-Home Interviews) 

• 24 one-on-one interviews with parents of children at risk of dropping out of high school 

– 12 Interviews in Spanish among Hispanics 

– 12 Interviews in English 

– Respondent Specifications 

• 50% English speaking (Mix Ethnicities) 

• 50% Spanish 

– Prefers to speak Spanish all or most of the time 

– Consumes at least 10 hours of Spanish media per week (5 hours or more of Spanish TV) 

– Has lived in the U.S. at least 2 years 

– Low annual household income (Less than $40k) 

– Mix of children’s ages (grades 6-10) 

– Child was absent from school more than 10 times in 2011/2012 school year 

– Must be comfortable being videotaped in home 

– Must be articulate and engaged 

– No past participation in a similar study with the past 2 years 

– No one in household employed by a market research, advertising company, or school 

 

 

 

 

Note: Interpreter will be provided for all the groups 

 

 
 



Study Design 

• Interviews lasted approximately two hours each 

• We recruited 10 to interview 8 per market  

• Interviews consisted of either mom, dad and in some cases both parents participated in the 
interview 
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Ethnography and Market Composition  

Chicago Dallas Los Angeles Total 

Hispanic 

(Spanish) 

4 4 4 12 

General Market 

(English) 

4 4 4 12 

Total 8 8 8 24 



Overview of Findings 

1.  Hectic busy lives and single parenting seem to impact parent’s involvement in 
their children’s academic life and ultimately in their kids academic success. 

2. All parents want their children to fare better than they have and recognize that a 
high school and college degree are essential in making this possible. 

3. School is perceived as a place to go do work and socialize but not a place where  a 
student can be inspired and grow to be more well rounded. 

3.   The most notable common denominator between General Market and Hispanics 
is that parents universally fail to see a correlation between their kids attendance 
during the early years and the impact this behavior has on the higher likelihood 
to drop out of high school. 

4.   In many cases a significant number of absences were acceptable. Parents feel 
that it is ok for children to be absent as long as the parent authorizes the 
absence.  

5. Parents fail to see the many benefits of attendance and believe that attendance is 
only critical in high school. 
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Research Highlights 



• Busy, stressful and hurried.  
 
• Children engaged in multiple school activities  

(sports, music, church) 
• Juggling work and kids activities seen as 

overwhelming 
• Parents allowed children to fend for themselves with 

homework 
• Concerned about gangs and kids getting in trouble 
 
• Several rely on support groups (i.e. church) and after 

school activities (sports) to help with their children 
• Ideas on effective parenting 
• Youth leaders serve as role models 
• Encourage academic achievements 
• Know where kids are 
• Keep kids busy and out of trouble 

 
 

 

Family, Work, and Children’s School: A challenging balance 

• Working long hours and odd schedules caused 
children to be left alone to fend for themselves 

 
• Children rarely in extracurricular activities 

• For the few involved, school tended to be 
more appealing 

• TV or video games seemed to occupy 
much of their after school time 

 
• Concerned about gangs and bullying 

 
• Homework was a daunting task for parents who 

don’t understand the language and/or are fearful 
of the school system 
 

• Kids often left with older siblings while parent 
works 
 
 

 

General Market Hispanic 

Single parenting puts a challenging strain on parents’ ability to balance family, work and 

children’s school. Compared with couples, single parents seemed to face greater overall 

challenges. 

Most parents believe they were doing a good job in raising their children, but it was evident that parents’ 

ability to balance their kids life and their own was a challenge. This was particularly evident among single 

parents. 7 



Family, Work, and Children’s School: A challenging balance 
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“I’m so busy that I simply don’t 
have the time.” 

“I take my daughter to school and then 
I don’t see her till the next morning 
because I’m at work all night.” 
 

“I did not have to work before 
when their dad was here but now 
I’m busy working all the time.” 

“Their dad use to handle their homework and I 
would do dinner and chores but now I have to do 
everything so I sometimes don’t have time to 
help with homework.” 

“My daughter comes home from school and her 
sister takes care of her. She usually watches 
about 4 to 5 hours of TV a day.” 

“We keep our kids involved in 
school so they can stay out of 
trouble.” 

“The church provided counseling; helped me 
learn how to guide them.. I did not have 
stability as a child…my grandmother raised and 
provided for me but beyond that not much 
guidance.  I want my children to be adults 
before parents.” 

“Joshua does not hang out at 
school after school, it’s dangerous, 
there is a lot of gang activity.” 



• Parents view themselves as disenfranchised and universally felt a deep desire to help their 
children obtain greater academic opportunities that could lead to a better life 

• Six figure salary, job they enjoy, own their own home 
 

• Most parents believe education is the key to a better life and have academic goals for 
their children 

• Much is driven by their desire to give their children what they did not have 
 

• Although parents believe education is important, their academic goals seemed to lack a 
concrete plan to bring them to fruition 

• Few parents had done any specific research on college, tuitions, scholarships, etc. 
 
άL ǿŀƴǘ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎƻΦέ 

 
• Among Hispanics, the disconnect was even greater 

άLΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǎƻ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴŜ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΦέ 
 
άaŀȅōŜ ŀǎ ƘŜ ƎŜǘǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΦέ 

Parent’s Goals For Their Children 

There was an apparent inconsistency in parent’s voiced belief in the benefit of education 

and their current behavior. 

9 



• See school as a place to do work, and socialize but not as 
a place that helps children be inspired and grow 
intellectually 

• Exhibit an attitude that if a child is getting good 
grades absences are irrelevant 

• Do not connect school with a place that helps 
shape character, intelligence, build dreams, etc. 

 
• A belief that children need to enjoy life and not be 

overburden with too much homework 
 

• Believe that school is important but do not take it 
seriously until high school 
 

• Overall report more involvement than Hispanics 
• Attended school meetings, school conferences, 

volunteered 
• Reported children had As, Bs, some Cs 

 

Attitude Towards School and The Importance of Education 

• Parents guilt for broken family and for 
spending time away from kids results in over 
indulging children 
 

• Parents exhibit an attitude of being less strict 
and soft hearted, and often allow children to 
easily manipulate them into missing school 

 
• School perceived as a place where kids are 

taken care of while mom works 
 

• Few ever reviewed their kids homework or 
helped with the homework—unaware of kids 
grades 
 

• Also believe school is important but only until 
high school 

 
• Very limited involvement in school activities, 

parent conferences, volunteer work, etc. 
 

General Market Hispanic 

Parents don’t fully understand the critical role education has on shaping their kids 

curiosity and fail to see school as a place where children can go to be inspired.  

10 



Attitude Towards Absenteeism 

Parents have a vague notion why school is important and may not truly understand the 

benefits of education and consequences of poor attendance 

 
• Parents do not believe absences are all the same—some perceived as damaging, some are not 

• Being absent is acceptable as long as the parent gives permission for the child to miss school  
• In some cases even up to 30 absences were acceptable 

• Ditching is NOT acceptable because the parent is unaware of the child’s whereabouts or 
activities.  
• Also perceived as a violation of parental authority 
• Fear child might be engaging in bad behavior 

 
• Missing school has no impact on academic success as long as the child makes up the work 

 
• Parents are completely oblivious to any correlation between missing school in the early years and 

the dropout impact this has during high school 
 

• Parents believe it is ok to be lenient in elementary provided they are strict in high school 
 

• Parents believe that missing school intermittently is ok even if its 15-20 days or so, while missing 
school consecutively can be damaging 

• Believe that consecutive absences will cause the child to fall behind 
 
• Hispanics: Allow absences to occur out of guilt 

• A way to sooth emotional pain caused by the absence of a father mother family unit 
• A way to compensate for the time mom is working and not with the child 
• A way to allow the child to feel loved 

 
 

 

11 



Attitude Towards Absenteeism 
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“If they ditch then I get very upset but if 
they asked me to miss school and stay 
home then it is ok because when they 
ditch I don’t know what they are doing.” 

“If they miss 15-20 days during the 
year, but they are staggered I don’t 
think it is so bad. If they miss them 
back to back then I can see how they 
will fall behind on their homework.” 
 

“I don’t think that if they miss 
school when they are on fifth or 
sixth grade will affect their 
attendance in high school.” 

“I don’t think it is bad to miss school as long as I 
know they are home with me I don’t see anything 
wrong with that.” 

“As long as they do their work and catch up on 
the homework they miss I don’t’ see how 
missing school can affect them.” 

“I let him stay home as a way to encourage him 
(to do better in school).  Sometimes I will also 
ask him to stay home so we can have family 
time. ” 

“I guess it is a way for me to gain their respect 
and love. I don’t want to be super strict all the 
time so I let them bend the rules sometimes.” 

“I let them stay home from school a few days 
before each school break since they are not 
doing much in school.  They are mostly having 
parties.’  



Attitude Towards Absenteeism 

Parents cite multiple situations when it is ok to miss school 

• Sickness flu (stomach ache, headaches, asthma) 
 

• Bullying 
 

• Appointments (doctor, physical therapy) 
 

• Weather (Chicago) 
 

• Period (cramps) 
 

• Family vacation (very common among Hispanics—who go out of the country) 
 

• Reward for getting good grades 
 

• To help mom at home 
 

• When parent is tired, feeling lazy (Hispanics) 
 

• To have family time—compensate for working single mother 
 

• During end of school year—perceived as not important to attend school towards end of year 
 

• When parent feels guilty for waking up a child who stayed up late the night before (Hispanics) 
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Barriers and The Bottom Line 

Parents want their children to succeed academically and in life. There is a deep desire to 

give their children a future that they did not have. But a poor understanding of the impact 

absenteeism during elementary and middle school has on high school attendance, makes 

parents be permissive and in some cases even encourage absences 

• No awareness of correlation between attendance TODAY, and dropout potential TOMORROW 
 

• No real understanding of the importance of establishing an early life attendance pattern. Parents don’t 
clearly see that children will develop an attitude that it is ok to miss school and that this attitude will 
express itself in high school and potentially lead to dropping out. 
 

• No real understanding that school is a place to be inspired, grow intellectually and be better prepared 
for life. Mostly perceived as a place to do work and socialize. 
 

• A belief that parents are doing ok in bringing up their children academically. Unaware that parents’ 
permissive attitudes towards absenteeism can have potential detrimental consequences in high 
school.  
 

• Hispanics Only: A belief that allowing a child to stay home from school is an act of love, a reward, a 
way to show the child that they relate to them and understand them. A way to compensate for the 
love of a missing parent in the family unit. 
 

• Hispanics Only: Parents interest override child’s interest. Parents admit they allow children to be 
absent when they go on long or short vacations. Or, when parent is feeling “lazy” and tired.  
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Reasons To Believe Reactions 

Parents react strongly when they realize parents’ permissive behavior might be the main 

culprit leading to absenteeism and potentially leading to high school dropouts. 

ά.ŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ сth grade, as a parent, if you allow your child to miss 20 days or more of school 
ŀ ȅŜŀǊΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦέ 

 
• This statement helps remove many misconceptions and connects emotionally with parents by 

explicitly putting the burden on the parent for their child’s future. It appeals to a sense of guilt and 
parental responsibility. 

• Shows the impact absenteeism has during the early years on high school dropout rates—helps 
parents see a clear connection between the two 

• Removes the misconception of sporadic absences and shows that absences have consequences 
even if they are not consecutive 

• Importantly, it places the burden on the parent. It creates a cognitive dissonance when parents 
try to justify absences 

• Makes parents feel guilty for allowing their children to miss school for unjustified reasons 
• Has the potential to help parents understand that establishing an early pattern of attendance 

can lead to better and consistent attendance in high school 
• It provides parents with new and credible information that was previously unknown 
• Clear, easy to understand, direct and to the point 
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Has the potential to connect emotionally and addresses the major barriers. It provides 

unique and new information, and addresses many misconceptions--shows the strongest 

potential to be an attitude changer for parents 



Reasons To Believe Reactions 

Two other statements did well but still faced some challenges.  

ά¢ƘǊŜŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ сth ƎǊŀŘŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦέ 
• Performs better than most other statements and does leave an impression on parents. It also 

provides new information previously unknown 
Challenges 

• Suffers from believability among General Market parents 
• The use of ratios (3 out of 4) is confusing to some—percentages may work better 
• Unsure what chronically absent means or how it is defined—must be spelled out 
• Only relevant to parents with children in 6th grade—not as relevant to other parents 

 
άтф҈ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ŀōǎŜƴǘŜŜƛǎƳΤ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ƘŀƭŦ ǿŜǊŜ 
ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōǎŜƴǘΦέ 

• Performs well and injects a dosage of fear among some parents 
Challenges 

• Mostly relevant to parents with males 
• Many find it less than believable and attribute delinquent behavior to other factors such as 

parental discipline and upbringing, type of friends, certain neighborhoods, etc.  Correlating it 
to school absences seemed like a stretch to most parents. 
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Reasons To Believe Reactions (Cont.) 

“Students who attend school and graduate from high school earn significantly more money than those 
ǿƘƻ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘΦέ 

• Very believable but leaves no strong impression. It is common knowledge and not very impactful  
 
“aƛǎǎƛƴƎ мл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ όƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ му Řŀȅǎύ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘΦέ 

• Not as believable. Does not always coincide with parents current reality. Several parents claim to 
have children who missed similar days and read fine 

• Parents struggle to make the connection 
 
“{ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƪƛƴŘŜǊƎŀǊǘŜƴΣ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ Ŧŀƭƭ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦέ 

• Not believable that this behavior can start as early as kindergarten  
• Not impactful or motivating 

 
ά{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ŧŀƭƭ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴƛǎǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ Řŀȅ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ Řŀȅǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎΦέ 

• Not believable 
• Confusing to several, main point gets lost 
• Not impactful or motivating 
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Most parents found the rest of the statements to be true but seemed to be already well 

know and not as impactful. 



Conclusions and  

Recommendations 



Summing it up! 

There are multiple reasons parents allow their children to miss school, most are driven by a 

lack of awareness of the consequences that this behavior has on children. 

Lack of 
awareness on 
the impact of 

missing school 
and the effect 
on high school 

dropout 

Parent needs 
come first 
(vacation, 

tired parent, 
lazy) 

Pamper 
children and 
allow child 

manipulation 

 View 
absences as 

expressions of 
love 

Missing school 
between 10-20 
times a year is 
ok as long as it 

is not 
consecutively 

Authorized 
absences are 

ok even if 
they are 

many 

Belief that 
school is only 
about  work 

and 
socializing—
not seen as a 

place to be 
inspired 

Misconceptions 
and Barriers 

The 
main 
culprit 
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Missing 
school is ok 
as long as 

child makes 
up the work 

Unaware of 
link between 

early 
absences and 

high school 
impact 

Belief that 
being lenient 
today is ok as 
long as strict 
in high school 

Oblivious of 
the benefit of 
establishing 

an early 
patter of 

attendance 



Raising awareness on the consequences of poor attendance is key in changing 

parents behavior. However, the reasons to believe (RTBs) for GM and 

Hispanics may require a different emphasis in their creative expression. 
 

 
• Strengthening the link between early absenteeism and high school dropout rates in people’s minds may 

be the most important step in minimizing high school dropout rates. 
• Lack of awareness seems to be the primary behavior driver that leads to absenteeism 

 
• It is also critical to make parents aware that they are key influencers in their children’s desire to attend 

school and that school attendance patterns are formed at an early age. 
 

• Consider including the following elements on the reasons to believe (RTBs) 
• Explicitly make parents accountable 
• Link impact of early absences TODAY and effect on TOMORROW (e.g. excused absences today leads 

to  ‘ditching’ tomorrow) 
• Emphasize the importance of setting an early pattern of attendance 
• Point out that addressing absences in high school may be too late to change student’s behavior 
• Mention that consequences are the same regardless if absences occur consecutively or sporadically 
• Avoid ratios when using statistics (can be confusing) 
• Consider using a well known credible voice to communicate the message, specially among General 

Market (I.e., Oprah, Dr. Phil, etc.) 
 
• For Hispanics, the communication approach may benefit from illustrating that despite parents good 

intentions when pampering their kids, over indulging children by allowing them to be absent can have 
detrimental consequences in high school and later in life. Highlighting this pattern of behavior and its 
consequences may be effective for this segment 
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Other Recommendations Beyond Advertising to Consider 

 
• Partnering with local communities and churches may help strengthen the believability of the message. 

• There is a great deal of respect for churches among African Americans and Hispanics and these 
organizations can be great credible ambassadors to carry the message at a local level 

• Informing these organizations of the importance of attendance at an early age can help reinforce 
what parents will be hearing through advertising 

 
• Reinforce message through schools and teachers to encourage and educate parents on the 

consequences of long term absenteeism in the elementary school years. 
• Teachers may also serve as great ambassadors to give further credibility that missing even 10 days of 

school can have a negative impact on kid’s high school years 
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