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School Absences

Preliminary data for school year 2022-23 in the United 
States suggest:

• Nearly 1 in 10 students was absent on an average school day

• Approx. 1 in 4 students was chronically absent (missed 10%+ of 
school days)

Chronic absence has increased significantly since pre-
pandemic levels.

• In many states, rates have doubled since pre-COVID.
2x



Impact of Chronic Absenteeism

Chronic absenteeism in early 
grades can lead to below grade-

level reading in 3rd grade, 
which in turn impacts high 

school graduation rates

By high school, irregular 
attendance is a better 

predictor of school dropout 
than test scores

Not earning a high school 
diploma is associated with 
increased mortality risk or 

lower life expectancy
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Health Barriers to Attendance and 
Learning
● Asthma: Asthma is the leading health-

related cause of school absence; 
children with asthma are three times as 
likely as their peers to have 10 or more 
absences per year.

● Dental health: Children between 5 and 
17 years miss nearly two million school 
days in a single year nationwide due to 
dental health-related problems.

Healthy Schools Campaign: Teledentistry: Reducing Absenteeism by 
Supporting Student Health

Healthy Schools Campaign: An Action Plan For Reducing Absences Due to Asthma

https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/teledentistry-reducing-absenteeism-by-supporting-student-health/#:~:text=Dental%20Health%20Affects%20Learning%20and%20Opportunity&text=Among%20school%2Dage%20children%2C%20tooth,to%20dental%20health%2Drelated%20problems.
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/teledentistry-reducing-absenteeism-by-supporting-student-health/#:~:text=Dental%20Health%20Affects%20Learning%20and%20Opportunity&text=Among%20school%2Dage%20children%2C%20tooth,to%20dental%20health%2Drelated%20problems.
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/an-action-plan-for-reducing-absences-due-to-asthma/


Impact of COVID-19

“The biggest reason for the 
rise [in chronic absenteeism] 
seems to be simply that 
students have fallen out of 
the habit of going to school 
every day.”



Impact of COVID-19

Missed at least 10% of school year:  
17% in 2019 up to 28% in 2022)!



We as a country 
should not accept 
chronic 
absenteeism as a 
new normal.
The Administration is calling on 
states, cities and towns, and 
schools to cultivate a “culture of 
attendance” and send a clear 
message that students need to be 
in school. 

White House Brief

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/05/15/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-new-actions-and-resources-for-increasing-student-attendance-and-engagement-as-part-of-the-white-house-every-day-counts-summit/


Administration’s strategy calls for…
1. Increasing effective communication with families, including the use of 

tactics like texting, which may be part of creating what Attendance Works 
refers to as a “culture of attendance”

2. Visiting families at home to help find supportive solutions

3. Making school more relevant for students so they want to be there

4. Meeting the basic needs of students and families, including through 
investing in Full-Service Community Schools, which, among other 
features, connect families to supports such as health care, housing, and 
child care.

https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkits/for-principals-leading-attendance/cultivate-a-school-wide-culture-of-attendance/#:~:text=All%20schools%20should%20have%20a,going%20to%20class%20every%20day.


California-
Absenteeism • District level: 

Superintendents should 
regularly communicate about 
the importance of 
attendance.
• Building level: Principals 
should celebrate good 
attendance and offer 
incentives.
• Classroom level: Teachers 
should reach out personally 
to families, highlighting 
successes and addressing 
issues promptly.

By framing chronic 
absenteeism as a public 
health crisis, we open the door 
to more effective interventions. 
One crucial strategy for dealing 
with public health emergencies 
is risk communication, which 
helps convey urgency, provide 
accurate information, and 
mobilize stakeholders to take 
collaborative action. The 
impact of proactive 
attendance management has 
shown to improve attendance 
rates threefold for chronically 
absent students.



Chronic 
Absenteeism: 
What can be done? 
What is primary care 
provider’s role? 



Chronic Absenteeism as a Vital Sign 



Pediatricians: Individual Level 
Interventions/Advocacy

Tier 1:  Approaches for ALL youth
• At every primary care visit, ask about number of 

missed school days in past month
• Promote school attendance with posters, 

videos, handouts 
• Educate yourself and staff about appropriate and 

inappropriate reasons to exclude children from 
school

• Offer extended office hours or telehealth, 
encourage follow-up appointments outside of 
school hours

• Get to know the school nurse and mental 
health clinician(s)

Just 2 days a month puts a learner on pace 
to be chronically absent



Pediatricians: Individual Level 
Interventions/Advocacy

Tiers 2 and 3:  Missing 2+ Days/Month
• Prevent, identify, and treat physical and mental 

health conditions that are contributing to school 
absences

• Collaborate with school professionals and 
community partners to manage the health and 
social challenges of patients and families

• Encourage caregivers of students with excessive 
absences to seek a formal school team meeting, 
intensive case management

• Serve as your patient’s advocate and medical 
expert

Does the student need a health plan? Or a 
revised plan? Or a 504? Or?



Attendance and Health

Asthma has been a leading cause of school absenteeism, accounting for about 14 million absences 
each school year, or one third of all days of missed instruction. Children with persistent asthma are 
more than three times as likely to have 10 or more absences than their peers (Attendance Works, 
2015)

Children with poor oral health are nearly three times more likely than their counterparts to miss 
school as a result of dental pain. (Attendance Works, 2015)

Students not enrolled in an SBHC lost 3 times as much seat time as students enrolled in an SBHC. 
(Vancura, 2010)



Advocacy 
Point- we need 
to standardize 

this to allow 
sharing of 

information – 
what is your 
experience?



Do you have permission to contact health 
care providers?



Do you offer oral health 
services at school?

“It’s expensive to get help for 
the problem with my teeth.  I 
don’t want to burden my 
parents to pay for something 
when money is tight.”

Tooth Protectors: https://www.toothprotectors.org/

Mainely Teeth: https://mainelyteeth.com/



Do you have 
a relationship 
with local 
health care 
providers?



Do you share your attendance 
and behavior data with your 

school health advisor?



Other Wrap-Around Supports

HEALTHY SCHOOL 
BUILDING - 

HANDWASHING AND AIR 
QUALITY

SCHOOL BASED HEALTH 
SERVICES & TELEHEALTH

ORAL HEALTH SERVICES SCHOOL BUSES & 
PUBLIC TRANSIT, AND A 

SAFER WALK TO SCHOOL

BREAKFAST FOR ALL LAUNDRY AT SCHOOL



School Nurses: Preventative

Tier 1:  Approaches for ALL youth
• Health Education: Teach students about the importance of 

regular attendance and the negative consequences of 
absenteeism.

• Health Promotion: Promote healthy lifestyle habits, such as 
regular sleep, exercise, and nutrition, which can contribute 
to better attendance.

• Chronic Disease Management: Work with students with 
chronic health conditions to develop individualized plans to 
manage their illnesses and minimize absences.

• Mental Health Support: Provide resources and support for 
students experiencing mental health challenges, which can 
impact attendance.

• School-based health clinics, oral health partnerships, 
telehealth, and vaccine clinics



School Nurses: Early Intervention

Tier 2:  Early Intervention
• Attendance Monitoring: Track student attendance data 

(when & why) and identify students at risk of chronic 
absenteeism.

• Review Aggregated Data: Are there hot spots? Illness or 
injury trends?

• Reach Out and Connect: Reach out to families of absent 
students to express concern and offer support.

• Collaborate with Teachers: Work with teachers to identify 
academic or behavioral issues that may be contributing to 
absenteeism.

• Provide Resources: Connect families with community 
resources, such as healthcare providers, social services, 
or transportation assistance.



School Nurses: Individualized Intervention

Tier 3: Intensive Support

• Individualized Attendance Plans: Develop 
personalized plans to address the specific needs of 
chronically absent students.

• Home Visits: Conduct home visits to better 
understand barriers to attendance and provide 
support.

• Referrals: Refer students to appropriate specialists, 
such as counselors, social workers, or medical 
professionals.

• Collaboration with Community Partners: Work with 
community organizations to provide additional 
support and resources.



Small 
changes 
primary care 
providers 
can make in 
practice:

1. Regularly engage your patients and 
families around school attendance.  
Consider it a pediatric vital sign!

2. Partner with others to mitigate health-
related barriers to attendance and 
learning.

3. Engage with families, school and 
community leaders and policy makers to 
advocate for data, funding and programs 
that support school attendance.



Questions? 



Resources:
Maine DOE Attendance & Dropout Prevention – https://www.maine.gov/doe/schools/safeschools/attendance

Maine DOE & Count ME In Attendance Toolkit - https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/inline-
files/School%20Supports%20-%20The%20Importance%20of%20Student%20Attendance%20Toolkit%20-
%208.27.2024.pdf

Handout from the toolkit: When is sick too sick for school? - https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Works-Too-Sick-for-School-060824.pdf

Attendance Support Plan - https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/2024-
06/Student%20Supports%20-%20Attendance%20Support%20Plan%20for%20Schools%20-%206.7.2024.pdf

https://www.maine.gov/doe/schools/safeschools/attendance
https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/inline-files/School%20Supports%20-%20The%20Importance%20of%20Student%20Attendance%20Toolkit%20-%208.27.2024.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/inline-files/School%20Supports%20-%20The%20Importance%20of%20Student%20Attendance%20Toolkit%20-%208.27.2024.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/inline-files/School%20Supports%20-%20The%20Importance%20of%20Student%20Attendance%20Toolkit%20-%208.27.2024.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Works-Too-Sick-for-School-060824.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Works-Too-Sick-for-School-060824.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/2024-06/Student%20Supports%20-%20Attendance%20Support%20Plan%20for%20Schools%20-%206.7.2024.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/doe/sites/maine.gov.doe/files/2024-06/Student%20Supports%20-%20Attendance%20Support%20Plan%20for%20Schools%20-%206.7.2024.pdf
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