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The vast majority of states maintain attendance data in their
longitudinal student data bases. Yet few ever use this rich
source of information to identify how many students are
academically at risk because they have missed too much
school and which districts, schools and student populations
are most affected. This analysis of Oregon attendance
data collected by the state’s Department of Education,
demonstrates the valuable insights gained from examining
how many students are chronically absent—defined as
missing 10 percent or more of school during an academic
year for any reason: excused and unexcused absences, as
well as time lost to suspensions.
Conducted by ECONorthwest—in partnership with
the Children’s Institute, the Chalkboard Project and
Attendance Works—this analysis revealed that chronic
absence is a significant issue in Oregon, dragging down
academic performance, for communities and students of all
demographic backgrounds, but especially those in families
living in poverty.
In the 2009-10 school year, nearly a quarter of all K-12
students in Oregon were chronically absent.
Equally troubling, researchers found that absences starting
in kindergarten predicted poor attendance and lower
achievement in the years ahead.

The study revealed problems with chronic absenteeism at
every grade level, starting with 24 percent of kindergarten
students and dipping to about 14 percent of third graders
before climbing to 38 percent in the 12th-grade. Researchers
found troubling rates of absenteeism in all types of
communities—rural, suburban and urban—with the highest
rates among students living in poverty and those with
disabilities.
The good news is that this research also shows that chronic
absence is a solvable problem. While many schools are
struggling with high levels of chronic absence, the research
also identified schools that are beating the odds by
maintaining higher than expected attendance rates despite
serving high risk populations.
The findings in this analysis have already brought
attention to the issue in Oregon. The governor’s office has
included the chronic absence rate among sixth-graders
and ninth-graders as a key performance metric in the new
achievement compacts that districts are signing with the
state. And the Chalkboard Project, a partner in this study,
has posted district-by-district data on its Web site (www.
openbooksproject.org), responding to public demand for
more information and accountability on this important
matter.
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Why Is Chronic Absence Overlooked?

Why Does Attendance Matter?

In Oregon, as in most states, schools seldom look at chronic
absence figures. Instead, they focus on average daily
attendance and unexcused absences (truancy).

Research backs up the common-sense belief that children
suffer academically 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
reached first 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 fifth grade achievement.i

Truancy numbers can be especially misleading in the early
grades, because young children typically do not stay home
without an adult who may call in an excuse. Truancy also
doesn’t capture days missed due to suspensions, which
are often considered excused absences. Some states do
not include suspension days in their absenteeism totals,
but Oregon does. Thus an overly punitive discipline code
can exacerbate the problem of chronic absence. Schoolwide averages can also be misleading because they do not
reveal whether absences are spread evenly, with all students
missing a few days, or whether they are concentrated, with
a few students having excessive absences; and they don’t
show patterns of absences, such as whether students from an
unsafe neighborhood or an unruly classroom are more likely
to miss school.
The Oregon analysis is an important step toward revealing
these patterns and showing the effects that chronic
absenteeism can have on achievement.

By 6th grade, chronic absence begins to predict high school
dropout rates, a study of Baltimore students showed.ii By 9th
grade, missing 20 percent of school can be a better predictor
of dropout rates than 8th-grade test scores are, Chicago
researchers found.iii Along with behavior problems and
failure in core academic courses, poor student attendance is
a critical early warning sign of dropout.
Oregon’s analysis bore out this trend. Using the state’s
comprehensive longitudinal data base, ECONorthwest’s
researchers were able to track student attendance and state
test scores from the 2004-05 school year forward. They
examined two cohorts of students, following one from
kindergarten to fifth grade, and the other from fifth grade to
10th grade.
In the younger group, researchers saw an improvement in
attendance from kindergarten to first grade and later years.
But the youngsters with the worst attendance in kindergarten
continued to have the worst attendance in fifth grade. The
same pattern held true in the older cohort of students. After
a drop in absenteeism rates from fifth to sixth grade, rates
increased slightly across the grades for all students. For
example, on average, students with good attendance in fifth
grade gradually approached the chronic absence line by the
time they reached 10th grade. For all groups, a student’s
attendance range in the fifth grade was a relatively good
predictor of 10th grade attendance.
The analysis also looked at scores on state assessments and
found that all students showed improvement over the years,
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but that the kindergartners with the highest absenteeism
rates were not likely to catch up to their peers. The second
cohort, with test results from sixth through 10th grades,
shows a nearly identical pattern. Because these are two
different cohorts based on attendance in two different sets
of grades, we cannot assume that the pattern of the younger
set’s test scores would resemble that of the older cohort.
However, the results do suggest a clear and consistent
relationship between early attendance and later achievement.
A similar analysis of math achievement suggests the same
thing.
With the younger cohort, researchers paid special attention
to whether high rates of absenteeism in either one or both
of the early years (kindergarten and 1st grade) predicted
lower reading scores. The analysis showed that children
chronically absent in both early grades have the poorest
reading achievement levels in fifth grade, followed by
students chronically absent in first grade only, and then
students chronically absent in kindergarten only. Being
chronically absent in either kindergarten or first grade alone
is associated with lower test scores throughout elementary
school.

A national study, which included Oregon’s data, estimated
that 10 to 15 percent of students are chronically absent
each year.iv That means as many as 7.5 million students
throughout the United States are missing nearly a month of
the school year.
While national data suggest that one in 10 kindergartners are
chronically absent, the rate is nearly one in four in Oregon.
The rates only get higher by middle and high school when
truancy, or unexcused absences, 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.
The news from the analysis is not all bad. About half of all
K-12 students in Oregon have very low absence rates—0 to 5
percent—or about nine or fewer days. Among students who
are chronically absent, very few miss more than 20 percent
of school days. Nearly all students with very high absence
rates are in high school. On average, chronic absenteeism
in high school is 14 percentage points higher than in early
elementary school.
The analysis found the statewide rate varied by grade
and student subgroup. American Indian students have
the highest rates across all grades, followed by special
education students and those who are black or economically
disadvantaged. The sharpest increase from early grades to
later grades came among Hispanics and English language
learners.
Children from low-income families 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.v In the primary grades,
Oregon’s economically disadvantaged students are nearly
twice as likely to miss too much school. The gap narrows
somewhat in high school, but poor students are still 50
percent more likely to be chronically absent.
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Geographically, chronic absenteeism was spread out
across Oregon with particularly high rates in several rural
communities. However, urban and suburban areas were
affected, as well. Schools with larger populations of poor
children tended to have higher absenteeism rates. Altogether,
20 percent of the elementary schools accounted for nearly
a third of the chronically absent students in the primary
grades.
ECONorthwest went a step further, scouring the data for
examples of schools that would be expected to have poor
attendance rates, based on a model factoring in student
and school characteristics and other factors. Researchers
found several schools that managed to keep absences down,
despite challenging conditions. Researchers plan to look
further at these schools to determine what accounts for their
success in keeping children coming to school.
The extent of chronic absence across Oregon, along with
the evidence that some schools can overcome challenging
circumstances, suggests the need for more research into
the forces influencing good attendance. Armed with that
information, the state and its school districts can continue
to implement the policies and practices needed to bring
students back to school before absenteeism limits their
opportunities for academic success.
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