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To do that effectively, we need to map our attendance gaps,
starting with our youngest students. States are uniquely
positioned to analyze the data they collect and determine who
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is missing too much school, when and where students are most likely to be absent and why absences are adding
up. State leaders can shift the focus — and the accountability metrics — from truancy to chronic absenteeism, a
measure of how many students miss 10 percent or more of the school year for any reason.
This brief maps the national attendance gap — the who, what, when, where and why of absenteeism — using
research drawn from national sources as well as attendance data gathered from students taking the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Health emerges again and again, both as a challenge and as a solution
to improving attendance. Our appendices list NAEP attendance data for every state — broken down by income,
race and ethnicity, and special education status — revealing wide gaps in some places.
The brief documents how states can use their data to help schools and communities unpack when and why
chronic absence becomes a problem in the early grades so that they can put in place effective solutions. The work
breaks down into five key steps:
1. Make the case that chronic early absence matters: Inspiring action starts with being able to make the case
to key stakeholders that chronic early absence is a matter of concern. That requires obtaining the data to
show impact and scale, and engaging key champions to spread the word.
2. Map chronic early absence: States can break down their data to show chronic absence rates by grade,
district school, student population, even classroom. Equipped with this information, states can promote more
effective and efficient allocation of resources to places experiencing the highest rates of absenteeism.
3. Engage partners in unpacking why early absences occur: Interventions are most effective when they
respond directly to the issues that are preventing students from getting to class. A variety of partners can
help unearth the reasons for absenteeism. This brief pays particular attention to health-related causes of
absence and leveraging the power of health partners to understand why students miss school.
4. Learn from positive outliers: There are always schools and districts that are beating the odds, improving
or maintaining high levels of attendance despite challenging conditions. States can use data to identify these
places and figure out what strategies are working for them.
5. Embed action into existing initiatives: Too often, something that requires new organization or
infrastructure simply does not get done. Increasingly, states are finding ways to integrate it into tiered
systems of support, school climate indices, third grade reading initiatives, school improvement planning and
community partnerships.
This brief concludes with a discussion about a variety of stakeholders, across sectors, can help build state-level
capacity to map and address the attendance gap by promoting actionable data, positive messaging, capacity
building and shared accountability.
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