
Chronic Absenteeism Continues as an
Accreditation Indicator for 2023–2024

What does this mean for our unit?

In a fewmonths, the state of Virginia will be releasing the next scorecard. With the decision last
week to continue to include the metrics for chronic absenteeism as an accreditation indicator,
what will your district look like?

School Innovations & Achievement is a VASS partner and is focused on supporting school
districts across the county in managing chronic absenteeism and implementing research-based
strategies that proactively engage with families to improve attendance behaviors using
communication and support tailored to each specific grade level.

In 2022-2023, 34.32% of the 1882 schools in the state of Virginia had an attendance measure not
met (L2 or L3). This follows the current-year national trend of 1 out of 3 students who are
chronically absent. It is evident that attendance behaviors have changed dramatically.

Attendance rates dropped to 88–91% nationally in 2021-2022. Many educators assumed, and
hoped, that this current school year would see a move back to previous averages where most
schools had a daily attendance rate between 94–97%. After analyzing the attendance rates for
close to 3 million students across the country, SI&A can see the trend of attendance settling into
a “new normal” of between 91–94%, with some schools slightly exceeding that number.

At the VASS Superintendents Spring Meeting in Roanoke last month, one of the focused strands
was on the mental health of our students and changing legal aspects of our work. I was pleased
to be in attendance in the great state of Virginia and could feel the energy of the leaders present.
We are all facing new challenges in supporting students, and families, to recover from the impact
of the pandemic. In assessing the “new normal,” we must look at the root issues that have
created ongoing lower attendance.

What has hanged?

For almost two years the messaging from school districts changed. I remember communicating
with families and board meetings using terms such as “space and grace,” and asking families to
focus on safety and to not send students to school if they demonstrated any symptoms of Covid.
The quarantine regulations continued to change, but the overall message (intentional or not)
was that there was a higher focus on safety over attendance. This has carried over into 2023 with
families more likely to choose to not take their child to school if there are any health concerns

Being home for an extended period was challenging for many students and families. Students
missed out on the ability to socialize with peers during critical developmental stages of life, and
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parents had to figure out how to juggle supporting their students all day while still working
(assuming they could work remotely). For many families, the result was that students were left at
home when their parents had to report as essential workers. Schools were not prepared to
address the multitude of behaviors and social-emotional learning challenges that manifested
from the long-term isolation and change in normal routine. As a result, there is now a more
prominent focus on mental health.

Today, the reality is that an average 3rd-grade
student has never had a “real” year of school:
● 2019 – 2020: Kindergarten cut short in March
● 2020 – 2021: 1st grade started remotely
● 2021 – 2022: 2nd grade involved a return with

quarantine challenges
● 2022 – 2023: 3rd grade, where about 1 in 3

students are chronically absent

A similar issue is impacting high school students
who did not have the opportunity to experience
the middle school transition that sets the stage for
success in high school:
● 2019 – 2020: 6th and 7th grade cut short
● 2020 – 2021: 7th and 8th grade remote
● 2021 – 2022: 8th and 9th grade disjointed with

quarantine challenges
● 2022 – 2023: 9th and 10th grade with no real

middle school experience

The Impact of the Change in Attendance

Schools are seeing multiple changes and challenges resulting from this disjointed schedule. An
increase in classroom disruptions and other school discipline challenges was noticeable upon
return to school in 2021 as frustrations and anxiety manifested in a variety of ways. This impacted
students as well as adults as some staffwere extremely hesitant to return to in-person work and
the nation saw a higher increase in vacancies and staffing shortages.

When we talk about attendance habits we are really talking about academic achievement.
Multiple longitudinal studies, including a comprehensive report from the University of Chicago,
found that 67% of studentswho ultimately dropped out of school, or failed numerous high
school courses, had been chronically absent for several years prior. Indicators such as test
scores (5%) and demographics (8%) were the other highest common trends. In simple terms,
attendance is the gateway to academic achievement.
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The dashboard accreditation data released last fall by the Virginia Department of Education
shows some very clear trends:

● 89.23% of the schools (65 total) with an L2 or L3 math indicator on the dashboard also had
an attendance indicator at L2 or L3

● 88.24% of the schools (119 total) with English indicators also had attendance indicators

Chicago students had a common indicator of 67% at the student level, and the state data at
the school level shows close to a 90% correlation.

Looking at the critical graduation/completion and drop-out categories the correlation
between attendance and student outcomes is just as clear:

● 89.39% of schools (66 total) with L2 or L3 dropout indicators also were L2/L3 in attendance
● 84.35% of schools (33 total) with L2 or L3 in graduation/completion had attendance

challenges

What Can We Do Next?

The traditional reactive truancy follow-up is not going to be enough to change these behaviors.
The parents of primary-grade students have not yet learned the importance of attendance and
or the connection between maintaining a culture of showing up and the academic outcomes for
their students. Schools and districts together need to begin to communicate with families in a
much different way.

This proactive approach consistently demonstrates improvement in daily attendance rates, but it
does not happen overnight. As anyone who has tried to sustain a new year’s resolution or new
diet understands, there must be constant reinforcement that positively motivates the ongoing
change in behaviors.

Working with school districts all across the county we have seen the power, over time, of
targeted, positive messages as well as the strength of having a coordinated approach to
attendance.

We have included a report to show the breakdown of schools by district with correlative
academic and attendance accreditation indicators. We would love the opportunity to discuss
strategies with your team that can be implemented now to help start the next school year with a
strong focus on attendance as the gateway to academic achievement.

I personally enjoyed meeting with many of you and hope to see you again in the fall.
Tony Wold, Ed.D.
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Positive Reinforcement

Changes in attendance behaviors
after the implementation of a
positive messaging campaign that
continually reinforces the
importance of good attendance.

Based on a study of 57,000 students
over a 4-year period.

Closing the Gaps

Changes in Graduation rates in
districts that implemented a
consistent monitoring and
communication program to address
students who were chronically absent
or at risk of becoming so.

Ongoing communication and a
comprehensive and united approach
are one of the greatest equity levers in
educators' toolbelts.

Results are based on a 7-year study of
over 100,000 students.
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