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About the PEOPLE Approach

The growing body of research into school 
attendance makes two things clear: Students 
who miss too much school, in excused or 
unexcused absences, suffer academically. 
And, schools can predict who these students 
will be early in the school year. Several 
studies show that chronic absence—missing 
10 percent of school days—in a previous 
school year is a signal that a student will be 
chronically absent again the following year.i 
Research now suggests that poor attendance 
in the first month of class can also predict 
chronic absence for the school year.ii 

Given these early warning signs, Attendance 
Works recommends that schools and 
community partners work to prevent 
chronic absence by putting in place a 
priority early outreach for positive linkages 
and engagement (PEOPLE) strategy. 

Common sense and research suggest that 
students are more likely to attend school 
when they feel connected to caring adults 
or fellow students who notice whether 
they show up and can help them overcome 
challenges to attendance.iii A new study 
suggests that a lack of engagement with 
school is associated with a greater likelihood 
of chronic absence.iv 

The PEOPLE strategy identifies the students 
and families most at risk and helps them 
build positive relationships that promote 
regular attendance. 

Priority: Focuses on 
at-risk students in 
grades, schools and 
neighborhoods with high 
levels of chronic absence 

Early: Begins with the 
start of school  
 
Outreach: Connects  
with students and  
their families 

Positive: Promotes 
preventive, supportive 
approaches rather than 
punitive responses 

Linkages: Taps the full 
community for support  

Engagement: Motivates 
showing up to class 
and offers students 
and families a role in 
improving attendance
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Carried out in conjunction with a broader 
approach to nurturing a school-wide 
culture of attendance, the PEOPLE strategy 
targets resources to students who need 
the most encouragement, while ensuring 
those students and their families do not 
feel stigmatized because of the extra 
support.  This extra support typically 
involves helping students and their 
families build strong relationships with 
school staff and other students; connect to 
engaging learning activities; and overcome 
any barriers to attendance. 

When implemented early in the school 
year, this approach can help students, supported by their families, start the year with 
good attendance, rather than find themselves falling behind because of too many 
absences.

This toolkit outlines the following key steps for implementing Priority Early Outreach for 
Positive Linkages and Engagement (PEOPLE): 
 

1.  Determine where to focus   

     positive priority early outreach 

2.  Establish teams to support    

     the PEOPLE strategy 

3.  Examine which students most  

     need the PEOPLE approach 

4.  Connect students and families  

     to positive support 

5.  Reflect and celebrate

The Appendix and our online resources page offer specific tips for helping district, school 
and community leaders advance this approach.

Leverage Strategies C and D to Adopt the PEOPLE Strategy 
Starting at the Beginning of the School Year 

Determine where 
to begin PEOPLE 

using a data-
driven approach 

Establish a team 
to implement 

PEOPLE  

Examine which 
students need 

PEOPLE  

Connect students 
and families to 

positive supports 

Reflect  and 
celebrate  

1 

2 

3 4 

5 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
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Step-by-Step Process

Determine Where to Focus Priority Early Outreach for Positive 
Linkages and Engagement (PEOPLE)  

School districts and communities should review school-level data to identify 
which schools, grades and neighborhoods might most benefit from a 
concerted effort to improve attendance.  

We suggest the following criteria: 
 
	 • 	 Significant number of low-income students 
 
	 • 	 Elevated chronic absence rates especially in transitional grades 	
		  (e.g., K/1, 6th, 9th grades)

	 • 	 School leadership committed to making attendance a priority, 	
		  adopting recommended practices and working with a priority 	
		  outreach list

	 • 	 Community partners—nonprofit, public or civic organizations 	
		  focused on health, youth development, parent engagement, 		
		  social services, volunteer mobilization, community building, 		
		  economic development, etc.—that can help support the work 	
		  through parent engagement and offer needed supports to 		
		  students and families

 
 Step On

e

Driving with Data 
 
Data analysis is key to figuring out which schools, 
populations and students most need support. The first step 
is to use data to determine how many students have poor 
attendance. Attendance Works recommends looking at 
chronic absence—defined as missing 10 percent or more of 
the school year for any reason (excused or unexcused)—
by school, grade, student populations and neighborhood. 
Attendance Works offers these free data tools to help with 
calculating chronic absence. 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence
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Establish a Team to Support the PEOPLE Strategy 

Once it is clear which schools will participate in this effort, make sure there is 
a team in place to support the work. The 
team should include a site administrator, 
other key school staff and community 
partners— nonprofit, public or civic 
organizations focused on health, youth 
development, parent engagement, social 
services, volunteer mobilization, community 
building or economic development. The site 
administrator will need to determine whether
to use an existing work group or form a new
team to jump-start this effort.

Members of the team should be provided 
with information and support to ensure they 
understand how to review attendance data 
and advance best practices. The team should 
also ensure that this work is connected to 
and integrated with existing reform efforts, 
such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) or Response to 
Intervention (RTI).  

Each member should be equipped to take a strength-based approach 
to partnering with students and families to improve attendance. If poor 
attendance is interpreted simply as an indication that families do not care 
about their children’s education, then staff are likely to respond in ways that 
alienate students and parents, rather than build a positive relationship of trust 
that can motivate students to attend school every day.  
 
	  
Examine Which Students Most Need the PEOPLE Approach 
 
The best predictor of chronic absence is a history of poor attendance. If possible, 
the district should generate for each participating school a list of the students 
who were chronically absent in the past year. The list should be broken down 
by grade and subpopulation, identifying students who have had unusually high 
levels of chronic absence.  

If prior-year data is not available, districts and schools can use attendance 
records from the first weeks of school to identify who is at risk, including 
new students and kindergartners for whom the district does not have past 
information. Research indicates that if a student misses two or more days 
during the first month of school, the pattern of absence can persist, and many 
of those students will end the school year chronically absent.v     

 
 Step Tw

o

 
 Step Thr

ee
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Once students are identified, schools can develop site-specific strategies 
for engaging in early outreach. The data should reveal whether particular 
populations of students—for example, incoming kindergartners or ninth 
graders, students connected to the child welfare system, or students from a 
particular neighborhood—are at high risk. That information provides essential 
insights into how to tailor the approach. If a particular ethnic or linguistic group 
is identified, make sure that staff members are versed in the particular cultures, 
languages and common attendance barriers faced by that subpopulation.   

Once a school community has identified students at high risk for chronic 
absence, it should look more closely to determine if any students have a history 
of severe chronic absence—missing 2 months or more of the prior school 
year—and why. Such severe absenteeism suggests a family or community 
challenge that requires additional layers of support for such issues as 
physical, mental or dental health problems; homelessness; domestic abuse or 
community violence. The key to Priority Early Outreach for Positive Linkages 
and Engagement (PEOPLE) is leveraging the opportunity to help students 
on the cusp of chronic absence—missing 10 to 15 percent of school—who 
are likely to respond to lower cost, less intensive interventions, while also 
recognizing the need to do more for those with more serious needs.

Identifying Who Needs Extra Support 
 
Chronic absence (missed 10% or more of school) in the 
prior year, assuming data is available. 

And/or during the beginning of the school year, student has:

In first 2 weeks 

In first month 
(4 weeks) 

In first 2 months 
(8 weeks) 

2 absences

2-3 absences

4 absences
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Connect Students and Families to Positive Supports    
 
Each school and its community partners should determine how they can use 
available resources to provide as rich an array of supports as possible that 
would motivate students and their families to attend every day. The emphasis 
on “positive” reflects findings that preventive, supportive approaches have 
proven more successful and cost-effective than punitive strategies. 
 
The support could take the form of:  

	 • 	 Personalized welcome-to-school calls or home visits from 
		  teachers to students and families with a history of chronic  
		  absence or within a subpopulation that has high absenteeism 	
		  rates. 

	 • 	 Attendance buddies for students with a history of chronic  
                      absence. These buddies—school staff, older students or 
 		  community volunteers—can check in with students daily, call  
		  home for each absence and refer students and families to needed 	
		  resources.  

• 	 Out-of-school-time activities targeted to students with a history 	
	 of chronic absence. Research shows that engaging programs 		
	 before and after school can improve school-day attendance. 

	 • 	 Community walk-to-school programs or buddies for students  
		  living in neighborhoods with high concentrations of chronic 		
		  absence, high levels of community violence, family members who 	
		  have difficulty managing the walk or dangerous traffic patterns.

	 • 	 Health support inside or outside of school for students and 	
		  families with medical, dental or mental health challenges.

	 • 	 Connection to social services and case management for  
		  students who missed more than 20 percent (two months) of 		
		  school in the 	prior year and show signs of continued challenges.

 
 Step Fo

ur

For additional resources
See our online resources pages (http://www.attendanceworks.org/
tools-people/) for tools and materials to help implement these 
positive approaches. 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
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Reflect and Celebrate
 
Schools and communities should take time to periodically examine how well 
they are carrying out this approach. Attendance teams can use their data as 
well as insights from teachers, students, families and partners to identify what 
seems to be working well, what is not so effective and what could be done 
to improve. Ideally such assessments would occur on a quarterly basis and 
insights would be used to inform the overall development of a school’s plans 
for improving outcomes for its students. 

 
 Step Fi

ve

Success Mentors 
To improve attendance, New York 
City schools assigned success 
mentors to chronically absent 
students in 100 schools. Students 
with mentors attended school an 
average of nine more days than 
similar students at other schools. 
This effort serves as the prototype 
for what we are calling attendance 
buddies. Read more

http://www.attendanceworks.org/what-works/new-york-city/success-mentors/
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Playing a Leadership Role in Priority Early Outreach for Positive Linkages  
and Engagement (PEOPLE)

The PEOPLE strategy ideally includes a combination of supports provide by the school 
as well as by the community. These graphics reveal how and when both schools and 
community partners can take action in the first few months of school.

Appendix

Tier 1:  
Universal 

Tier 2: 
Early Outreach 

Tier 3:  
Intensive 

Intervention 

First Month  
of School 

Needed 
Infrastructure 
Supports and 

Training 

1st Day of 
School 

End of Week 1 Beg. of Week 2 End of Week 4 

School-Designed 
Attendance Ritual 

Community 
Partner-Designed 
Attendance Ritual 

School Staff Check-In: Personal contact if students exhibits 
chronic absence. Share something positive about child, offer  

help with barriers and connect to positive supports. 

Community Partner Staff Follow-Up: Staff follows up with 
families to help address barrier/offer support. Confidentiality 

agreement needed if data is shared. 

School-Designed 
Attendance Ritual 

Attendance Team Meeting: Include key 
community partner staff; decide which families 

need home visit and who will conduct it 

 
Tier 1 
Details

 
Timing 

Details

Tier 1:  
Universal 

Tier 2: 
Early Outreach 

Tier 3: 
Intensive 

Intervention 

Summer 

Teacher Welcome:  
Teacher contacts family to welcome 

them to school, remind them of 1st day, 
and invite to Back to School celebration 

Community Partner Welcome:  
Staff member reminds family of first 
day of school, invites to community-

led Back to School celebration(s) 

Back to School Celebration: 
 Backpack giveaway, announce attendance 

incentives, gather families living in same area to 
talk about coordinating getting to school 

Back to School Neighborhood or 
Community Rally 
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Implementation of this approach involves leadership from the district, the school site and 
the surrounding community.  

Listed below are tips and tools for helping these leaders advance this approach. 

District Leader: 

1.	 Crunch your chronic absence data: Use your attendance data to look at how 
many students miss 10 percent of the school year in excused and unexcused 
absences. Then identify which students, subpopulations and schools are most at 
risk for chronic absence. Share this data with schools. Read this handout on How to 
Conduct a Successful Data Analysis and use Attendance Works’ free data tools to 
get started. 

2.	 Cultivate district support: Use your insights and knowledge to cultivate buy-in 
from key district leaders, whose support is critical to implementation. Use data 
as needed to help them see that chronic absence is a problem that needs to be 
addressed.

3.	 Identify a priority set of schools: Identify a priority set of schools to target to 
engage in this approach. Key factors to include are:
a.	 High levels of chronic absence.
b.	 Site leadership who are willing and able to take on this work.
c.	 Community partners who can offer additional supports. 

Prioritize schools that have a higher than district average rate of chronic absence in 
the early grades or in transition years such as 6th and 9th grades.

4.	 Engage and support site leaders in adopting this approach: 
a.	 Determine the best way to reach out to the principals—a conference call, 

individual calls, or a meeting that may already be happening—to secure their 
involvement. 

b.	 Disseminate this toolkit and a list of priority students.
c.	 Schedule group or individual check-ins to discuss how each school site will 

develop and implement a plan for engaging in PEOPLE. Identify opportunities 
for principals to share their strategies and challenges with each other. 

d.	 Track progress 
 
 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/How-to-Conduct-a-Successful-Data-Analysis.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/How-to-Conduct-a-Successful-Data-Analysis.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
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Principal/School Site Leader:

1.	 Make attendance a school-wide priority: Convey the importance of 
attendance to all your students and families. Consider drawing upon these 
strategies appearing in the Attendance Works Bringing Attendance Home and 
Count Us In! toolkits. 

2.	 Determine your outreach strategy for at-risk students: Decide whether 
you will use letters, robocalls, teacher calls or home visits to connect with 
students and families at risk for chronic absence. Use these key messages, 
parent handouts, and template letters and robocalls found here. Review tips for 
outreach before school starts.

3.	 Establish your attendance team: Identify at least 1 or 2 key staff members who 
can help you organize and develop your school’s approach to positive priority 
outreach. See these tips for attendance teams. Draw from an existing school 
team working on attendance if one already exists. As part of this approach, 
consider taking  the following steps: 
 
a. Develop a school-specific list of supports that could be available to  
    your students and their families. Build off the ideas offered in this toolkit. 
 
b. Identify who should be part of a small team of adults who are doing the  
    outreach to these students. Keep in mind that being discreet is important so  
    as not to stigmatize the students who are chronically absent. Train the team  
    on the PEOPLE strategy, emphasize that the goal is positive and supportive 		
    outreach. Use this PowerPoint on our tools page for training. 
 
c. Assign groups of students to attendance buddies—staff members, and in  
    some cases, community partners who have been recruited to help. Those  
    involved should be caring, empathetic and nonjudgmental, and should  
    know what resources are available for families struggling with barriers to                 	
    attendance. See this sample recruitment letter, outline of responsibilities and                  	
    worksheet for determining which students to assign to attendance buddies        	
    on our tools page.  
 
d. Meet weekly or bi-weekly with the team reaching out to the targeted group  
    of students to check on progress and overall needs of the families.

4.	 Secure current contact information for families: Read Tried and True Tips for 
Reaching Families.  

5.	 Examine systemic barriers: Determine whether health, transportation or other 
issues are affecting a large number of your students, and brainstorm how to 
address these challenges. Read this handout on attendance barriers and review 
these Healthy Readers resource guides.    

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/bringing-attendance-home-toolkit/
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkit/
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/AAMMessages_2014.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/parent-handouts/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Tips-for-Outreach-1st-Day.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Tips-for-Outreach-1st-Day.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Attendance-Data-Teams-7-18-13.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Reaching-Families_0814.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Reaching-Families_0814.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/BreakingBarrierstoattendance.pdf
http://gradelevelreading.net/healthy-readers-resources-guides
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6.	 Identify community partners: Recruit current or potential community 
organizations who can help build a culture of attendance or offer positive 
supports: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7.	 Celebrate success:  Find ways to acknowledge and notice students, families 
and staff who improve or maintain good attendance. See these tips for 
providing incentives. Download these posters, banners and badges.

8.	 Seek support from the district:  Advocate for needed data from the district as 
well as access to community partners or public agencies that can help provide 
services. Collaborate with the district on harder-to-reach families including 
partnering to advocate for the appropriate supports.

Community Partners 

1.	 Contact your school district: Find out if your school district is working to monitor 
and address chronic absence. If not, introduce leaders to the resources available at 
Attendance Works and this toolkit. If your district is working on this issue, ask them 
for an introduction to schools with whom your organization could partner.

2.	 Engage school site leaders: If you are already working at a school site, ask the 
principal about the approach to reducing chronic absence and implementing the 
priority early outreach for positive linkages and engagement strategy. Find out 
about the school’s plan and how you might help.   

3.	 Leverage your own programs to nurture a culture of attendance: Incorporate 
positive messaging about the importance of attendance into the activities you 
currently offer to students and families. Establish your organizational plan to 
encourage and support good attendance among the students you serve. Use these 
key messages.

4.	 Encourage your staff to notice daily attendance: Encourage your staff to notice 
when students show up for program activities and ask what happened if they are 
absent. If they have a concern about absences, encourage them to reach out to the 
school to engage in joint support and problem-solving. 

All stakeholders can benefit from getting involved in Attendance Awareness Month in 
September and using the Count Us In! toolkit to identify school-based strategies for 
promoting the importance of attendance.

a.	 Talk to afterschool providers about making attendance a specific 
focus of their program. Share these tools for afterschool providers.

b.	 Enlist volunteers who will serve as buddies. See these resources and 
confidentiality forms for buddies.

c.	 Work with public safety agencies and volunteers to develop safe 
routes to schools. See these materials on the walking to school safely.

d.	 Identify local health providers that can both help educate families 
about why going to school matters and resolve health-related barriers 
to getting to school. See attendance resources for health providers. 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/incentives.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/incentives.pdf
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/resources/promotional-materials/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/AAMMessages_2014.pdf
http://www.awareness.attendanceworks.org
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-afterschool-providers/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/program-tools
“http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-healthcare-providers
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Endnotes

View this toolkit online: http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/assessments/power-
positive-connections-toolkit/

See our tools page online: http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/

https://63.216.188.130/owa/redir.aspx?C=VGpnjYdCv0iiKDB59Ysa8piqIa16jNEIPpJSzg6kVuTZ1xpLLdczHhJNnwWeQYqTPgGMl9bdAuA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fjgc.stanford.edu%2fresources%2fpublications%2fAbsence_IB_final.pdf
https://63.216.188.130/owa/redir.aspx?C=VGpnjYdCv0iiKDB59Ysa8piqIa16jNEIPpJSzg6kVuTZ1xpLLdczHhJNnwWeQYqTPgGMl9bdAuA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fbaltimore-berc.org%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2014%2f07%2fSeptemberAttendanceBriefJuly2014.pdf
https://63.216.188.130/owa/redir.aspx?C=VGpnjYdCv0iiKDB59Ysa8piqIa16jNEIPpJSzg6kVuTZ1xpLLdczHhJNnwWeQYqTPgGMl9bdAuA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.attendanceworks.org%2fwordpress%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2014%2f01%2fNYC-Chronic-Absenteeism-Impact-Report-Nov-2013.pdf
https://63.216.188.130/owa/redir.aspx?C=VGpnjYdCv0iiKDB59Ysa8piqIa16jNEIPpJSzg6kVuTZ1xpLLdczHhJNnwWeQYqTPgGMl9bdAuA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.attendanceworks.org%2fwordpress%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2014%2f01%2fNYC-Chronic-Absenteeism-Impact-Report-Nov-2013.pdf
https://63.216.188.130/owa/redir.aspx?C=VGpnjYdCv0iiKDB59Ysa8piqIa16jNEIPpJSzg6kVuTZ1xpLLdczHhJNnwWeQYqTPgGMl9bdAuA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.attendanceworks.org%2fwordpress%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2014%2f01%2fNYC-Chronic-Absenteeism-Impact-Report-Nov-2013.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/assessments/power-positive-connections-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/assessments/power-positive-connections-toolkit/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools-people/


Attendance Works is a national organization 
dedicated to improving the policy, practice and 
research around attendance. Its website offers 
materials, research and success stories about 
reducing chronic absence. Attendance Works  
also offers technical assistance to school districts  
and communities.

www.attendanceworks.org

Attendance Works thanks the Annie E. Casey Foundation, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, and the 
Campaign for Grade-Level Reading for their support of our national work and The California 

Endowment for its continuing support of our intensive work in California.


