The Power of Attendance:
Spurring Achievement, Improving Schools

Maryland has an extraordinary opportunity to close the achievement gap and reduce the high school dropout
rate, given the infusion of federal cash from the Race to the Top grant and the commitment of state leaders to
turn around troubled schools. Amid the emphasis on improving student test scores and reforming schools,
though, one important indicator should not be overlooked: attendance.

National research shows that too many absences in the early grades

can affect whether a low-income child learns to read well. Md. chronic absence
Kindergarten and 1st grade have a remarkable ability to narrow the affects students of all age
gap in reading skills—if the children actually show up for school. (2009-2010 school year)

Yet 10 percent of our youngest students are missing a month of
school every year. By middle school, attendance is one of three key
indicators that a student will become a high school dropout.
Researchers at the Baltimore Education Research Consortium found
that the majority of dropouts enter the 9th grade with a pattern of
chronic absence that goes back several years.! In Baltimore, the
city’s intensive efforts to reduce absences have come hand in hand
with academic gains. The students who lag behind most, according
to an analysis of the test scores last year, are those missing 20 or
more days of school.
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Last year, across Maryland, more than 80,000 students had 20 or more absences—excused and unexcused.
Rather than look just at truancy, this measure of “chronic absence” gives schools and districts a fuller picture
of what’s going on with a student or a community.

Maryland is ahead of many states in tracking attendance. The State Department of Education:

» requires schools and districts to track students missing 20 days of school in an academic year

» requires schools and districts to track students missing 5 or fewer days

» posts attendance data on the MSDE website

» requires 94 percent average daily attendance to meet state standards for schools serving

Kindergarten through 8th grade
» includes some attendance data in its longitudinal student data base
Maryland's 5 largest school districts have The sparsely populated Eastern Shore
70% of the chronically absent students. counties often have rates over 10%.
(2009-20105school year) (2009-2010 school year)
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Too often, though, that's where it ends. The attendance data that schools collect is rarely used to inform
school improvement efforts or target increasingly scarce resources. Too often school districts ignore this
indicator that could help them zero in on struggling students and troubled schools long before the first test

scores are recorded—and long before intervention
become more difficult and more costly. As Maryland
seeks to turn around its failing schools, the state should
harness the power of attendance in its policy and practice
to encourage student growth.

Why Does Attendance Matter?

Research backs up the common sense notion that
children will do worse in school if they aren’t in class to
learn. An analysis of a national sample of chronically
absent kindergarten students revealed lower academic
performance when they reach 1st grade. Reading scores
for Latino children were most affected. Among poor
children, who lack the resources to make up for lost time
on task, chronic kindergarten absence translated into
lower 5th grade achievement.?

By 6t grade, chronic absence begins to predict high
school dropout rates, a study of Baltimore students
showed.3 By ninth grade, missing 20 percent of school
can be a better predictor of dropout than eighth-grade
test scores, Chicago researchers found.* Along with
behavior problems and failure of core academic courses,
poor student attendance is a critical early warning signs
of dropout.

Low-income children are disproportionately affected by
chronic absence in the early grades: They are more likely
to miss too much school and more likely to fall behind
academically because of it.5 An analysis of Maryland data
confirms that chronically absent poor children record
lower test scores than poor children attending school
regularly.

While national data suggest one in 10 kindergartners are
chronically absent, the rates run as high as one in 4 in
some districts. The rates only get higher by middle and
high school when truancy becomes a bigger concern.
When chronic absence is too high, it can affect all
students, as teachers spend more time reviewing
concepts for children who missed the lessons in the first
place. In Maryland, it can adversely affect the attendance

Chronic Absence in Kindergarten Affects
5" Grade Achievement for Poor Children
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Sixth Grade Chronic Absence Predicts
Likelihood of Drop Out

Nearly half of all chronically absent 6% graders during the 2002 — 2003
school year withdrew from school prior to graduation in Baltimore
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9" Grade Attendance Predicts Drop-out Better
than 8" Grade Test Scores for All Students
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measures and graduation rates that are important for schools to make adequate yearly progress.

The Race to the Top grant demands an aggressive, data-driven approach to achieving greater student
growth. Tracking chronic absence and creating a culture of good attendance at every school should be a key

element in the state’s strategy.




Why Is Chronic Absence Overlooked?

Even though Maryland requires schools to report chronic absence, many schools pay far more attention to
average daily attendance (the percentage of students who show up each day to school) and unexcused
absences (truancy.) Both figures can mask the extent of chronic absence. This chart of Baltimore City Public
Schools 2009-10 attendance shows that chronic absence exceeds truancy at every grade level. Unfortunately,
the reduction after 9th grade doesn’t necessarily reflect better attendance. Many of the worst attenders may
simply have dropped out.

Truancy figures are especially misleading in the Chronic absence numbers are higher than truancy at

early grades, because young children typically do all grade levels. Both spike in 9" grade.

not stay home without an adult who may call in 4500

an excuse. Truancy also doesn’t capture days 4000

missed to suspensions, which are often excused 3500

absences. Thus an overly punitive discipline code 3000

can exacerbate the chronic absence problem. 2300

Aggregate data can also be misleading because it 2000 —=Chronic Absence
does not reveal whether absences are spread 1500 = Truancy
evenly, with all students missing a few days, or 1233

whether they are concentrated, with a few

students experiencing excessive absences. It also

doesn’t show patterns of absences: such as Q@* ibe."@be?@be?’ ¢ e("@b@%be,\ o ATy
whether students from an unsafe neighborhood ¢ C?"@{bb(;@d?'
or an unruly classroom are more likely to miss
school.

Number of Students

An analysis of Maryland data shows the highest numbers of chronically absent students are found in the five
largest school districts, but some of the highest rates exist in the rural communities of the Eastern Shore.
Students who are low-income, in special education or learning English also have high levels.

How Can We Improve Student Attendance?

In many ways, attendance reflects the degree to

which schools, communities and families Md. chronic absence is more common among black,
adequately address the needs of children and Hispanic and Native American students (SY 2009-10.)
youth. Chronic absence can suggest: -
» Families struggling to keep up with school

routines given unreliable transportation, 25

unstable housing, community violence,

inadequate health care and long, inflexible 20 + - = White

work hours Black
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» Parents who do not realize the importance of
attending school regularly especially if they, 10 - : e N ative Am.

did not have a positive school experience . _
= HiSpanic

» Students without exposure to quality 5
preschool and routines for on-time attendance

» School disciplinary policies and practices too

Elem Middle High
quick to suspend or expel students. €

» Schools that lack rich, engaging learning experiences, experienced and skilled teachers, engaged parents
and quality afterschool programs.



» Schools that don’t respond adequately to student absences or make significant efforts to let parents
know when and how often their children are absent.

The good news is chronic absence can be

significantly reduced when schools and In Maryland, chronic absence is highest among the low-

communities work together and pay income, special education and English-language
attention to the right data. Maryland is learners. (SY 2009-10)

already ahead of the curve: Its reporting

requirements provide the data needed for Elem Middle High All

careful analysis. Its inclusion of 94 percent
ADA in the state standards has helped

School School School Grades

. . Special Ed 11.6 18 28.9 19.0
improve attendance in elementary and
middle schools and should be extended to Non-spec Ed 2.5 8.5 16.8 10.2
high schools. Maryland must also ensure
schools and communities use the data to LEP 4.2 6.2 19.7 7.2
trigger early interventions, address the Non-LEP 6.4 9.7 18.1 11.4
causes of chronic absence and harness the
power of attendance t(? ensure every child EARMS 105 15.9 307 178
has an equal opportunity to reach his or her

Non-FARMS 2.9 5.4 11.9 7.0

potential.

The most effective efforts:

» Use data on chronic absence to identify patterns, set targets for reduction and monitor progress
» Find out the factors contributing to chronic absence from parent and youth perspectives

» Take comprehensive approaches that involve partnering with students, families and communities
agencies to build a culture of attendance and overcoming barriers to getting to school

» Pay attention as early as pre-K and during transition years from grades 6 to 7 and 8 to 9

» Work to improve attendance among all children, with special interventions for the chronically absent

» Offer positive supports to promote attendance before resorting to punitive or legal responses
Contacts:

Hedy Chang, director, Attendance Works at hedy@attendanceworks.org
Sue Fothergill, director, Baltimore Student Attendance Initiative at fothergill.sue@gmail.com
Ellie Mitchell, director, Maryland Out of School Time Network at emitchell@safeandsound.org

Attendance Works would like to thank Edwin Quiambao, a research associate for the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
for the extensive data analysis supporting this brief.
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