
Use data to create a detailed picture of your chronically absent 
students in order to customize student supports

What is 
 chronic absence? 

Students are typically considered 

chronically absent when they miss 

10% of school/class time for any 

reason (excused or unexcused).1

How prevalent is it? 

Almost 1 in 6 (roughly 8 million) 

students in grades K–12 nationwide 

is chronically absent, with even higher 

rates for racial/ethnic-minority,  

low-income, and high school students.2 

Why is it important? 

Chronic absence is associated with:

• Reading difficulties in grade 3

• Lower math proficiency in middle school

• Higher dropout rates in high school

Missing learning time negatively impacts 

 outcomes more for low-income students.3

Over two-thirds of states have prioritized 

chronic absence as a critical issue, including 

it as an accountability indicator in their  

ESSA plans.4

What can you do to identify and support 
chronically absent students? 
Chronically absent students are a diverse group with varied reasons for missing 

school. To target relevant supports to the students who need them, educators can 

take the following actions:

• Start by examining local data to identify attendance patterns
and groups of students who are chronically absent.

• Then look for potential root causes of chronic absence and barriers to attendance

among the identified students (such as transportation issues, academic struggles,

school climate, family responsibilities, lack of engagement).

• Based on this information, provide targeted interventions and make improvements to

the school’s culture and practices to meet the needs of identified student groups.

• Then regularly monitor effectiveness of interventions.

Creating visual displays from these data 

can help teams make meaning from the 

information more easily than by looking 

at lists of numbers in spreadsheets. 

For example, bar charts, line graphs, maps, 

and scatter plots can be created using 

Microsoft Excel or Google Sheets. These 

displays can point to attendance problems 

and inform prioritization of interventions.

See example data visualizations on the next page.

DISAGGREGATE 
YOUR DATA

Disaggregating data in multiple ways can help 

educators identify attendance patterns and 

groups of chronical ly absent students. It can be 

 informative to look at chronic absence rates by: 

• School

• Grade level

• Class period

• Teacher or subject

• Student demographics

• English learner and special education status

• Geographic location (such as a map of 

chronically absent students’ home addresses)

• Time of year (such as by week, near holidays)

• Level of absenteeism (such as “at risk for

chronic absence” [5–9%], “ chronically

 absent” [10–19%], and “extremely chronically

absent” [20+%])



Example Data Visuals The following are a few ways to visually display and analyze chronic absence 
data. The data are drawn from the hypothetical Oak School District, which has 
12 schools, spanning elementary to high school. The district leaders want to  
 better understand patterns of chronic absence to identify systemic problems and 
provide supports to struggling schools, groups of students, and communities. 

Note: The chronic absence rate refers to the percent of students who are chronically absent.

Chronic absence rates by school 
in Oak District, 2016/17 
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Numbers in parentheses are the counts of chronically absent students

What the data show: Chronic absence is a bigger concern in 

Oak’s elementary and high schools than in its middle schools. 

Note that schools with low chronic absence rates still can have 

large numbers of chronically absent students.

Possible next steps: To get a fuller picture, the district could look 

at additional chronic absence metrics by student subgroup, and 

learn from schools with lower chronic absence rates. 

Map of Oak District schools, 2016/17 
shaded by chronic absence rate 
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What the data show: Schools with the largest percentage of 

chronically absent students are concentrated on the west side of 

Oak District. 

Possible next steps: District leaders may want to better under-

stand this pattern — is it a transportation problem, or is it related to 

hardships of living in high-poverty neighborhoods? Knowing this 

information can help target resources and family support services. 

Chronic absence rates by grade 
 level in Oak District, 2016/17 
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What the data show: The data reflect high chronic absence rates 

in kindergarten and in high school, particularly in grade 12.

Possible next steps: The district could communicate with 

parents about the importance of kindergarten to children’s later 

 academic success. High schools could analyze grades 9 and 12 

data to identify patterns (by time of year, class period, or student 

group, for example) in order to tailor appropriate interventions.

Differences in chronic absence rates 
between student groups in Redwood 
High School, 2013/14–2016/17 
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What the data show: While the percentage of students that are 

chronically absent has decreased (i.e., improved), English learner 

(EL) students have consistently higher rates over time. 

Possible next steps: Redwood High may want to learn more about 

this gap. Are EL students also struggling academically or socially? 

What do these students and their families say about their needs and 

experiences at school? Make action decisions based on findings. 
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