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Summary
A broader understanding of the importance of student
behaviors and school climate as drivers of academic
performance and the wider acceptance that schools have
a role in nurturing the “whole child” have increased
attention to indicators that go beyond traditional metrics
focused on proficiency in math and reading. The 2015
passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which
requires states to report a nontraditional measure of
student progress, has codified this understanding.

The vast majority of U.S. states have chosen to comply with
ESSA by using measures associated with student
absenteeism—and particularly, chronic absenteeism. This
report uses data on student absenteeism to answer
several questions: How much school are students missing?
Which groups of students are most likely to miss school?
Have these patterns changed over time? And how much
does missing school affect performance?

Data from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) in 2015 show that about one in five
students missed three days of school or more in the month
before they took the NAEP mathematics assessment.
Students who were diagnosed with a disability, students
who were eligible for free lunch, Hispanic English language
learners, and Native American students were the most
likely to have missed school, while Asian students were
rarely absent. On average, data show children in 2015
missing fewer days than children in 2003.

Our analysis also confirms prior research that missing
school hurts academic performance: Among eighth-
graders, those who missed school three or more days in
the month before being tested scored between 0.3 and 0.6
standard deviations lower (depending on the number of
days missed) on the 2015 NAEP mathematics test than
those who did not miss any school days.
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Introduction and key findings
Education research has long suggested that broader indicators of student behavior,
student engagement, school climate, and student well-being are associated with academic
performance, educational attainment, and with the risk of dropping out.1

One such indicator—which has recently been getting a lot of attention in the wake of the
passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015—is student absenteeism.
Absenteeism—including chronic absenteeism—is emerging as states’ most popular metric
to meet ESSA’s requirement to report a “nontraditional”2 measure of student progress (a
metric of “school quality or student success”).3

Surprisingly, even though it is widely understood that absenteeism has a substantial
impact on performance—and even though absenteeism has become a highly popular
metric under ESSA—there is little guidance for how schools, districts, and states should
use data about absenteeism. Few empirical sources allow researchers to describe the
incidence, trends over time, and other characteristics of absenteeism that would be helpful
to policymakers and educators. In particular, there is a lack of available evidence that
allows researchers to examine absenteeism at an aggregate national level, or that offers a
comparison across states and over time. And although most states were already gathering
aggregate information on attendance (i.e., average attendance rate at the school or district
level) prior to ESSA, few were looking closely into student-level attendance metrics, such
as the number of days each student misses or if a student is chronically absent, and how
they mattered. These limitations reduce policymakers’ ability to design interventions that
might improve students’ performance on nontraditional indicators, and in turn, boost the
positive influence of those indicators (or reduce their negative influence) on educational
progress.

In this report, we aim to fill some of the gaps in the analysis of data surrounding
absenteeism. We first summarize existing evidence on who misses school and how
absenteeism matters for performance. We then analyze the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) data from 2003 (the first assessment with information
available for every state) and 2015 (the most recent available microdata). As part of the
NAEP assessment, fourth- and eighth-graders were asked about their attendance during
the month prior to taking the NAEP mathematics test. (The NAEP assessment may be
administered anytime between the last week of January and the end of the first week of
March, so “last month” could mean any one-month period between the first week of
January and the first week of March.) Students could report that they missed no days, 1–2
days, 3–4 days, 5–10 days, or more than 10 days.

We use this information to describe how much school children are missing, on average;
which groups of children miss school most often; and whether there have been any
changes in these patterns between 2003 and 2015. We provide national-level estimates of
the influence of missing school on performance for all students, as well as for specific
groups of students (broken out by gender, race/ethnicity and language status, poverty/
income status, and disability status), to detect whether absenteeism is more problematic
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for any of these groups. We also present evidence that higher levels of absenteeism are
associated with lower levels of student performance. We focus on the characteristics and
outcomes of students who missed three days of school or more in the previous month (the
aggregate of those missing 3–4, 5–10, and more than 10 school days), which is our proxy
for chronic absenteeism.4 We also discuss data associated with children who had perfect
attendance the previous month and those who missed more than 10 days of school (our
proxy for extreme chronic absenteeism).

Given that the majority of states (36 states and the District of Columbia) are using “chronic
absenteeism” as a metric in their ESSA accountability plans, understanding the drivers and
characteristics of absenteeism and, thus, the policy and practice implications, is more
important than ever (Education Week 2017). Indeed, if absenteeism is to become a useful
additional indicator of learning and help guide effective policy interventions, it is necessary
to determine who experiences higher rates of absenteeism; why students miss school
days; and how absenteeism affects student performance (after controlling for factors
associated with absenteeism that also influence performance).

Major findings include:

One in five eighth-graders was chronically absent. Typically, in 2015, about one in five
eighth-graders (19.2 percent) missed school three days or more in the month before the
NAEP assessment and would be at risk of being chronically absent if that pattern were
sustained over the school year.

About 13 percent missed 3–4 days of school in 2015; about 5 percent missed 5–10
days of school (between a quarter and a half of the month); and a small minority, less
than 2 percent, missed more than 10 days of school, or half or more of the school
days that month.

We find no significant differences in rates of absenteeism and chronic absenteeism by
grade (similar shares of fourth-graders and eighth-graders were absent), and the
patterns were relatively stable between 2003 and 2015.

While, on average, there was no significant change in absenteeism levels between
2003 and 2015, there was a significant decrease over this period in the share of
students missing more than 10 days of school.

Absenteeism varied substantially among the groups we analyzed. In our analysis, we
look at absenteeism by gender, race/ethnicity and language status, FRPL (free or reduced-
price lunch) eligibility (our proxy for poverty status),5 and IEP (individualized education
program) status (our proxy for disability status).6 Some groups had much higher shares of
students missing school than others.

Absenteeism by poverty and disability status. Poor and somewhat poor students
(those who qualified for free lunch or for reduced-price lunch) and students with
disabilities (those who had individualized education programs, or IEPs) were much
more likely than their more affluent or non-IEP peers to miss a lot of school.

Twenty-six percent of IEP students missed three school days or more, compared
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with 18.3 percent of non-IEP students.

Looking at poverty-status groups, 23.2 percent of students eligible for free lunch,
and 17.9 percent of students eligible for reduced-price lunch, missed three school
days or more, compared with 15.4 percent of students who were not FRPL-
eligible (that is, eligible for neither free lunch nor reduced-price lunch).

Among students missing more than 10 days of school, the share of free-lunch-
eligible students was more than twice as large as the share of non-FRPL-eligible
students (2.3 percent vs. 1.1 percent). Similarly, the share of IEP students in this
category was more than double the share of non-IEP students (3.2 percent vs. 1.5
percent).

Absenteeism by race/ethnicity and language status. Hispanic ELLs (English
language learners) and Native American students were the most likely to miss three
or more days of school (24.1 and 24.0 percent, respectively, missed more than three
days of school), followed by black students (23.0 percent) and Hispanic non-ELL and
white students (19.1 and 18.3 percent, respectively). Only 8.8 percent of Asian non-ELL
students missed more than three days of school.

Perfect attendance rates were slightly higher among black and Hispanic non-ELL
students than among white students, although all groups lagged substantially
behind Asian students in this indicator.

Hispanic ELL students and Asian ELL students were the most likely to have
missed more than 10 school days, at 3.9 percent and 3.2 percent, respectively.
These shares are significantly higher than the overall average rate of 1.7 percent
and than the shares for their non-ELL counterparts (Hispanic non-ELL students,
1.6 percent; Asian non-ELL students, 0.6 percent).

Absenteeism varied by state. Some states had much higher absenteeism rates than
others. Patterns within states remained fairly consistent over time.

In 2015, California and Massachusetts were the states with the highest full-attendance
rates: 51.1 and 51.0 percent, respectively, of their students did not miss any school
days; they are closely followed by Virginia (48.4 percent) and Illinois and Indiana (48.3
percent).

At the other end of the spectrum, Utah and Wyoming had the largest shares of
students missing more than 10 days of school in the month prior to the 2015
assessment (4.6 and 3.5 percent, respectively).

Five states and Washington, D.C., stood out for their high shares of students missing
three or more days of school in 2015: in Utah, nearly two-thirds of students (63.5
percent) missed three or more days; in Alaska, nearly half (49.6 percent) did; and in
the District of Columbia, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Montana, nearly three in 10
students were in this absenteeism category.

In most states, overall absenteeism rates changed little between 2003 and 2015.
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Prior research linking chronic absenteeism with lowered academic performance is
confirmed by our results. As expected, and as states have long understood, missing
school is negatively associated with academic performance (after controlling for factors
including race, poverty status, gender, IEP status, and ELL status). As students miss school
more frequently, their performance worsens.

Overall performance gaps. The gaps in math scores between students who did not
miss any school and those who missed three or more days of school varied from 0.3
standard deviations (for students who missed 3–4 days of school the month prior to
when the assessment was taken) to close to two-thirds of a standard deviation (for
those who missed more than 10 days of school). The gap between students who did
not miss any school and those who missed just 1–2 days of school was 0.10 standard
deviations, a statistically significant but relatively small difference in practice.

Performance gaps by groups.7 The relationship between absenteeism and
performance poses problems for all students, but the degree to which absenteeism
affects performance varies somewhat across student groups.

For Hispanic non-ELL students, missing more than 10 days of school harmed their
performance on the math assessment more strongly than for the average (0.74
standard deviations vs. 0.64 on average).

For Asian non-ELL students, the penalty for missing school was smaller than the
average (except for those missing 5–10 days).

Missing school hindered performance similarly across the three poverty-status
groups (nonpoor, somewhat poor, and poor). However, given that there are
substantial differences in the frequency with which children miss school by
poverty status (that is, poor students are more likely to be chronically absent than
nonpoor students), absenteeism may in fact further widen income-based
achievement gaps.

What do we already know about why
children miss school and which
children miss school? What do we add
to this evidence?
Poor health, parents’ nonstandard work schedules, low socioeconomic status (SES),
changes in adult household composition (e.g., adults moving into or out of the household),
residential mobility, and extensive family responsibilities (e.g., children looking after
siblings)—along with inadequate supports for students within the educational system (e.g.,
lack of adequate transportation, unsafe conditions, lack of medical services, harsh
disciplinary measures, etc.)—are all associated with a greater likelihood of being absent,
and particularly with being chronically absent (Ready 2010; U.S. Department of Education
2016).8 Low-income students and families disproportionately face these challenges, and
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some of these challenges may be particularly acute in disadvantaged areas9; residence in
a disadvantaged area may therefore amplify or reinforce the distinct negative effects of
absenteeism on educational outcomes for low-income students.

A detailed 2016 report by the U.S. Department of Education showed that students with
disabilities were more likely to be chronically absent than students without disabilities;
Native American and Pacific Islander students were more likely to be chronically absent
than students of other races and ethnicities; and non-ELL students were more likely to be
chronically absent than ELL students.10 It also showed that students in high school were
more likely to miss school than students in other grades, and that about 500 school
districts reported that 30 percent or more of their students missed at least three weeks of
school in 2013–2014 (U.S. Department of Education 2016).

Our analysis complements this evidence by adding several dimensions to the breakdown
of who misses school—including absenteeism rates by poverty status and state—and by
analyzing how missing school harms performance. We distinguish by the number of school
days students report having missed in the month prior to the assessment (using five
categories, from no days missed to more than 10 days missed over the month),11 and we
compare absenteeism rates across grades and across cohorts (between 2003 and 2015),
as available in the NAEP data.12

How much school are children
missing? Are they missing more days
than the previous generation?
In 2015, almost one in five, or 19.2 percent of, eighth-grade students missed three or more
days of school in the month before they participated in NAEP testing.13 About 13 percent
missed 3–4 days, roughly 5 percent missed 5–10 days, and a small share—less than 2
percent—missed more than 10 days, or half or more of the instructional days that month
(Figure A, bottom panel).14

On average, however, students in 2015 did not miss any more days than students in the
earlier period; by some measures, they missed less school than children in 2003 (Figure A,
top panel). While the share of students with occasional absences (1–2 days) increased
moderately between 2003 and 2015, the share of students who missed more than three
days of school declined by roughly 3 percentage points between 2003 and 2015. This
reduction was distributed about evenly (in absolute terms) across the shares of students
missing 3–4, 5–10, and more than 10 days of school. But in relative terms, the reduction
was much more significant in the share of students missing more than 10 days of school
(the share decreased by nearly one-third). We find no significant differences by grade
(Appendix Figure A) or by subject. Thus, we have chosen to focus our analyses below on
the sample of eighth-graders taking the math assessment only.
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Which groups miss school most often?
Which groups suffer the most from
chronic absenteeism?
Absenteeism by race/ethnicity and language
status
Hispanic ELLs and the group made up of Native Americans plus “all other races” (not
white, black, Hispanic, or Asian) are the racial/ethnic and language status groups that
missed school most frequently in 2015. Only 39.6 percent (Native American or other) and
41.2 percent (Hispanic ELL) did not miss any school in the month prior to the assessment
(vs. 44.4 percent overall, 43.2 percent for white students, 43.5 percent for black students,
and 44.1 percent for Hispanic non-ELL students; see Figure B1).15

Asian students (both non-ELL and ELL) are the least likely among all racial/ethnic student
groups to be absent from school at all. Two-thirds of Asian non-ELL students and almost as
many (61.6 percent of) Asian ELL students did not miss any school. Among Asian non-ELL
students, only 8.8 percent missed three or more days of school: 6.1 percent missed 3–4
days (12.7 percent on average), 2.1 percent missed 5–10 days (relative to 4.8 percent for
the overall average), and only 0.6 percent missed more than 10 days of school (relative to
1.7 percent for the overall average). Among Asian ELL students, the share who missed
three or more days of school was 13.3 percent.

As seen in Figure B2, the differences in absenteeism rates between white students and
Hispanic non-ELL students were relatively small, when looking at the shares of students
missing three or more days of school (18.3 percent and 19.1 percent, respectively). The
gaps are somewhat larger for black, Native American, and Hispanic ELL students relative
to white students (with shares missing three or more days at 23.0, 24.0, and 24.1 percent,
respectively, relative to 18.3 percent for white students).

Among students who missed a lot of school (more than 10 days), there were some more
substantial differences by race and language status. About 3.9 percent of Hispanic ELL
students and 3.2 percent of Asian ELL students missed more than 10 days of school,
compared with 2.2 percent for Native American and other races, 2.0 percent for black
students, 1.4 percent for white students, and only 0.6 percent for Asian non-ELL students
(all relative to the overall average of 1.7 percent) (see Figure B3).

Absenteeism by income status
The attendance gaps are even larger by income status than they are by race/ethnicity and
language status (Figures B1–B3). Poor (free-lunch-eligible) students were 5.9 percentage
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points more likely to miss some school than nonpoor (non-FRPL-eligible) students, and
they were 7.8 percentage points more likely to miss school three or more days (23.2 vs.
15.4 percent).16 Among somewhat poor (reduced-price-lunch-eligible) students, 17.9
percent missed three or more days of school. The lowest-income (free-lunch-eligible)
students were 4.1 percentage points more likely to miss school 3–4 days than non-FRPL-
eligible students, and more than 2.4 percentage points more likely to miss school 5–10
days (Appendix Figure B). Finally, and most striking, free-lunch-eligible students—the most
economically disadvantaged students—were more than twice as likely to be absent from
school for more than 10 days as nonpoor students. In other words, they were much more
likely to experience extreme chronic absenteeism. Figures B1–B3 show that the social-
class gradient for the prevalence of absenteeism, proxied by eligibility for free or reduced-
price lunch, is noticeable in all absenteeism categories, and especially when it comes to
those students who missed the most school.

Absenteeism by disability status
Students with IEPs were by far the most likely to miss school relative to all other groups.17

The share of IEP students missing school exceeded the share of non-IEP students missing
school by 7.7 percentage points (Figure B1). More than one in four IEP students had missed
school three days or more in the previous month (Figure B2). About 15.5 percent of
students with IEPs missed school 3–4 days (vs. 12.4 percent among non-IEP students); 7.3
percent missed 5–10 days; and 3.2 percent missed more than 10 days of school in the
month before being tested (Appendix Figure B; Figure B3).

Absenteeism by gender
The differences by gender are slightly surprising (Figures B1–B3). Boys showed a higher
full-attendance rate than girls (46.6 vs. 42.1 percent did not miss any school), and boys
were no more likely than girls to display extreme chronic absenteeism (1.7 percent of boys
and 1.6 percent of girls missed more than 10 days of school). Boys (18.2 percent) were also
slightly less likely than girls (20.2 percent) to be chronically absent (to miss three or more
days of school, as per our definition).

Has there been any change over time
in which groups of children are most
often absent from school?
For students in several groups, absenteeism fell between 2003 and 2015 (Figure C1), in
keeping with the overall decline noted above. Hispanic students (both ELL and non-ELL),
Asian non-ELL students, Native American and other race students, free-lunch-eligible
(poor) students, reduced-priced-lunch-eligible (somewhat poor) students, non-FRPL-
eligible (nonpoor) students, and IEP students were all less likely to miss school in 2015
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than they were over a decade earlier. For non-IEP and white students, however, the share
of students who did not miss any school days in the month prior to NAEP testing remained
essentially unchanged, while it increased slightly for black students and Asian ELL
students (by about 2 percentage points each).

As seen in Figure C2, we also note across-the-board reductions in the shares of students
who missed three or more days of school (with the exception of the share of Asian ELL
students, which increased by 1.7 percentage points over the time studied). The largest
reductions occurred for students with disabilities (IEP students), Hispanic non-ELL
students, Native American students or students of other races, free-lunch-eligible
students, and non-FRPL-eligible students (each of these groups experienced a reduction
of at least 4.4 percentage points).18 For all groups except Asian ELL students, the share of
students missing more than 10 days of school (Figure C3) also decreased (for Asian ELL
students, it increased by 1.3 percentage points).

In order to get a full understanding of these comparisons, we need to look at both the
absolute and relative differences. Overall, the data presented show modest absolute
differences in the shares of students who are absent (at any level) in various groups when
compared with the averages for all students (Figures B1–B3 and Appendix Figure B). The
differences (both absolute and relative) among student groups missing a small amount of
school (1–2 days) are minimal for most groups. However, while the differences among
groups are very small in absolute terms for students missing a lot of school (more than 10
days), some of the differences are very large in relative terms. (And, taking into account
the censoring problem mentioned earlier, they could potentially be even larger.)

The fact that the absolute differences are small is in marked contrast to differences seen in
many other education indicators of outcomes and inputs, which tend to be much larger by
race and income divisions (Carnoy and García 2017; García and Weiss 2017). Nevertheless,
both the absolute and relative differences we find are revealing and important, and they
add to the set of opportunity gaps that harm students’ performance.

Is absenteeism particularly high in
certain states?
In 2015, California and Massachusetts had the highest full-attendance rates among the
states (51.1 and 51.0 percent of students, respectively, did not miss any school days),
closely followed by Virginia (48.4 percent) and Illinois and Indiana (48.3 percent), while
Alaska, the District of Columbia, Montana, New Mexico, and Utah had the lowest rates of
perfect attendance (fewer than one in three students had perfect attendance). The latter
group of states also had the highest rates of chronic or extreme chronic absenteeism:
Utah had by far the largest share of students missing school three or more days (63.5
percent), followed by Alaska (49.6 percent), and Wyoming, New Mexico, Montana, and the
District of Columbia (the latter four ranging from 27.5 to 29.8 percent). Utah also had the
largest share of students missing school more than 10 days (4.6 percent), followed by
Wyoming, Montana, and the District of Columbia (3.5, 3.3, and 3.2 percent, respectively).
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(See the Interactive Map for data for all states.)

Over the 2003–2015 period, 22 states saw their share of students with perfect attendance
grow. The number drops to 15 if we count only states in which the share of students not
missing any school increased by more than 1 percentage point. In almost every state (44
states), the share of students who missed more than 10 school days decreased, and in 41
states, the share of students who missed three or more days of school also dropped,
though it increased in the other 10.19 Louisiana, Massachusetts, Nevada, Indiana, New
Hampshire, and California were the states in which these shares decreased the most, by
more than 6 percentage points, while Utah, Alaska, and North Dakota were the states
where this indicator (three or more days missed) showed the worst trajectory over time
(that is, the largest increases in chronic absenteeism).

Is absenteeism a problem for student
performance?
Previous research has focused mainly on two groups of students when estimating how
much absenteeism influences performance: students who are chronically absent and all
other students. This prior research has concluded that students who are chronically
absent are at serious risk of falling behind in school, having lower grades and test scores,
having behavioral issues, and, ultimately, dropping out (U.S. Department of Education
2016; see summary in Gottfried and Ehrlich 2018). Our analysis allows for a closer
examination of the relationship between absenteeism and performance, as we look at the
impact of absenteeism on student performance at five levels of absenteeism. This design
allows us to test not only whether different levels of absenteeism have different impacts
on performance (as measured by NAEP test scores), but also to identify the point at which
the impact of absenteeism on performance becomes a concern. Specifically, we look at
the relationship between student absenteeism and mathematics performance among
eighth-graders at various numbers of school days missed.20

The results shown in Figure D and Appendix Table 1 are obtained from regressions that
assess the influence of absenteeism and other individual- and school-level determinants
of performance. The latter include students’ race/ethnicity, gender, poverty status, ELL
status, and IEP status, as well as the racial/ethnic composition of the school they attend
and the share of students in their school who are eligible for FRPL (a proxy for the SES
composition of the school). Our results thus identify the distinct association between
absenteeism and performance, net of other factors that are known to influence
performance.21

In general, the more frequently children missed school, the worse their performance.
Relative to students who didn’t miss any school, those who missed some school (1–2
school days) accrued, on average, an educationally small, though statistically significant,
disadvantage of about 0.10 standard deviations (SD) in math scores (Figure D and
Appendix Table 1, first row). Students who missed more school experienced much larger
declines in performance. Those who missed 3–4 days or 5–10 days scored, respectively,
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0.29 and 0.39 standard deviations below students who missed no school. As expected,
the harm to performance was much greater for students who were absent half or more of
the month. Students who missed more than 10 days of school scored nearly two-thirds
(0.64) of a standard deviation below students who did not miss any school. All of the gaps
are statistically significant, and together they identify a structural source of academic
disadvantage.

The results show that missing school has a negative effect on performance regardless of
how many days are missed, with a moderate dent in performance for those missing 1–2
days and a troubling decline in performance for students who missed three or more days
that becomes steeper as the number of missed days rises to 10 and beyond. The point at
which the impact of absenteeism on performance becomes a concern, therefore, is when
students miss any amount of school (vs. having perfect attendance); the level of concern
grows as the number of missed days increases.

Gaps in performance associated with absenteeism are similar across all races/ethnicities,
between boys and girls, between FRPL-eligible and noneligible students, and between
students with and without IEPs. For example, relative to nonpoor (non-FRPL-eligible)
students who did not miss any school, nonpoor children who missed school accrued a
disadvantage of -0.09 SD (1–2 school days missed), -0.27 SD (3–4 school days missed),
-0.36 SD (5–10 school days missed), and -0.63 SD (more than 10 days missed). For
students eligible for reduced-price lunch (somewhat poor students) who missed school,
compared with students eligible for reduced-price lunch who did not miss any school, the
gaps are -0.16 SD (1–2 school days missed), -0.33 SD (3–4 school days missed), -0.45 SD
(5–10 school days missed), and -0.76 SD (more than 10 days missed). For free-lunch-
eligible (poor) students who missed school, relative to poor students who do not miss any
school, the gaps are -0.11 SD (1–2 school days missed), -0.29 SD (3–4 school days missed),
-0.39 SD (5–10 school days missed), and -0.63 SD (more than 10 days missed). By IEP
status, relative to non-IEP students who did not miss any school, non-IEP students who
missed school accrued a disadvantage of -0.11 SD (1–2 school days missed), -0.30 SD (3–4
school days missed), -0.40 SD (5–10 school days missed), and -0.66 SD (more than 10 days
missed). And relative to IEP students who did not miss any school, IEP students who
missed school accrued a disadvantage of -0.05 SD (1–2 school days missed), -0.21 SD (3–4
school days missed), -0.31 SD (5–10 school days missed), and -0.52 SD (more than 10 days
missed). (For gaps by gender and by race/ethnicity, see Appendix Table 1).

Importantly, though the gradients of the influence of absenteeism on performance by race,
poverty status, gender, and IEP status (Appendix Table 1) are generally similar to the
gradients in the overall relationship between absenteeism and performance for all
students, this does not mean that all groups of students are similarly disadvantaged when
it comes to the full influence of absenteeism on performance. The overall performance
disadvantage faced by any given group is influenced by multiple factors, including the size
of the group’s gaps at each level of absenteeism (Appendix Table 1), the group’s rates of
absenteeism (Figure B), and the relative performance of the group with respect to the
other groups (Carnoy and García 2017). The total gap that results from adding these
factors can thus become substantial.
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To illustrate this, we look at Hispanic ELL, Asian non-ELL, Asian ELL, and FRPL-eligible
students. The additional penalty associated with higher levels of absenteeism is smaller
than average for Hispanic ELL students experiencing extreme chronic absenteeism;
however, their performance is the lowest among all groups (Carnoy and García 2017) and
they have among the highest absenteeism rates.

The absenteeism penalty is also smaller than average for Asian non-ELL students (except
at 5-10 days); however, in contrast with the previous example, their performance is the
highest among all groups (Carnoy and García 2017) and their absenteeism rate is the
lowest.

The absenteeism penalty for Asian ELL students is larger than average, and the gradient is
steeper.22 Asian ELL students also have lower performance than most other groups
(Carnoy and García 2017).

Finally, although there is essentially no difference in the absenteeism–performance
relationship by FRPL eligibility, the higher rates of absenteeism (at every level) for students
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, relative to nonpoor (FRPL-ineligible) students, put
low-income students at a greater risk of diminished performance due to absenteeism than
their higher-income peers, widening the performance gap between these two groups.

Conclusions
Student absenteeism is a puzzle composed of multiple pieces that has a significant
influence on education outcomes, including graduation and the probability of dropping
out. The factors that contribute to it are complex and multifaceted, and likely vary from one
school setting, district, and state to another. This analysis aims to shed additional light on
some key features of absenteeism, including which students tend to miss school, how
those profiles have changed over time, and how much missing school matters for
performance.

Our results indicate that absenteeism rates were high and persistent over the period
examined (2003–2015), although they did decrease modestly for most groups and in most
states. Unlike findings for other factors that drive achievement gaps—from preschool
attendance to economic and racial school segregation to unequal funding (Carnoy and
García 2017; García 2015; García and Weiss 2017)—our findings here seem to show some
positive news for black and Hispanic students: these students had slightly higher perfect
attendance rates than their white peers; in addition, their perfect attendance rates have
increased over time at least as much as rates for white students. But with respect to the
absenteeism rates that matter the most (three or more days of school missed, and more
than 10 days of school missed), black and Hispanic students still did worse ( just as is the
case with other opportunity gaps faced by these students). Particularly worrisome is the
high share of Hispanic ELL students who missed more than 10 school days—nearly 4
percent. Combined with the share of Hispanic ELL students who missed 5–10 school days
(nearly 6 percent), this suggests that one in 10 children in this group would miss school for
at least a quarter of the instructional time.
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The advantages that Asian students enjoy relative to white students and other racial/
ethnic groups in academic settings is also confirmed here (especially among Asian non-
ELL students): the Asian students in the sample missed the least school. And there is a
substantial difference in rates of absenteeism by poverty (FRPL) and disability (IEP) status,
with the difference growing as the number of school days missed increases. Students who
were eligible for free lunch were twice as likely as nonpoor (FRPL-ineligible) students to be
absent more than 10 days, and students with IEPs were more likely than any other group
to be absent (one or more days, that is, to not have perfect attendance).

Missing school has a distinct negative influence on performance, even after the potential
mediating influence of other factors is taken into account, and this is true at all rates of
absenteeism. The bottom line is that the more days of school a student misses, the poorer
his or her performance will be, irrespective of gender, race, ethnicity, disability, or poverty
status.

These findings help establish the basis for an expanded analysis of absenteeism along
two main, and related, lines of inquiry. One, given the marked and persistent patterns of
school absenteeism, it is important to continue to explore and document why children
miss school—to identify the full set of factors inside and outside of schools that influence
absenteeism. Knowing whether (or to what degree) those absences are attributable to
family circumstances, health, school-related factors, weather, or other factors, is critical to
effectively designing and implementing policies and practices to reduce absenteeism,
especially among students who chronically miss school. The second line of research could
look at variations in the prevalence and influence of absenteeism among the states, and
any changes over time in absenteeism rates within each state, to assess whether state
differences in policy are reducing absenteeism and mitigating its negative impacts. For
example, in recent years, Connecticut has made reducing absenteeism, especially chronic
absenteeism, a top education policy priority, and has developed a set of strategies and
resources that could be relevant to other states as well, especially as they begin to assess
and respond to absenteeism as part of their ESSA plans.23

The analyses in this report confirm the importance of looking closely into “other”
education data, above and beyond performance (test scores) and individual and school
demographic characteristics. The move in education policy toward widening accountability
indicators to indicators of school quality, such as absenteeism, is important and useful, and
could be expanded to include other similar data. Indicators of bullying, school safety,
student tardiness, truancy, level of parental involvement, and other factors that are
relevant to school climate, well-being, and student performance would also merit attention.
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Figure A How much school are children missing?
Share of eighth-grade students by attendance/absenteeism category, in the
eighth-grade mathematics NAEP sample, 2003 and 2015

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2003 and 2015

2003

2015

43.6%

34.1%

14.1%

5.8%
2.4%

22.3%

Not
absent

1-2 days 3-4 days 5-10 days More than
10 days

(Total 3-4,
5-10, and
more than
10 days)

0

20

40

60%

44.4%

36.4%

12.7%

4.8%
1.7%

19.2%

Not
absent

1-2 days 3-4 days 5-10 days More than
10 days

(Total 3-4,
5-10, and
more than
10 days)

0

20

40

60%

15



Figure B1 Which groups of students had the highest shares
missing no school?
Share of eighth-graders with perfect attendance in the month prior to the 2015
NAEP mathematics assessment, by group

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL eligibility, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Figure B2 Which groups of students had the highest shares
missing three or more days?
Share of eighth-graders missing three or more days of school in the month prior
to the 2015 NAEP mathematics assessment, by group

Notes: This chart represents the aggregate of data for students who missed 3–4 days, 5–10 days, and
more than 10 days of school. Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL
eligibility, and IEP status. ELL stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education
program (learning plan designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands
for free or reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain
income guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Figure B3 Which groups of students had the highest shares
missing more than 10 days?
Share of eighth-graders missing more than 10 days of school in the month prior
to the 2015 NAEP mathematics assessment, by group

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL status, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Figure C1 How much have perfect attendance rates changed
since 2003?
Percentage-point change in the share of eighth-graders who had perfect
attendance in the month prior to the NAEP mathematics assessment, between
2003 and 2015, by group

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL status, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2003 and 2015
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Figure C2 How much have rates of students missing three or
more days changed since 2003?
Percentage-point change in the share of eighth-graders who were absent from
school three or more days in the month prior to the NAEP mathematics
assessment, between 2003 and 2015, by group

Notes: This chart represents the aggregate of data for students who missed 3–4 days, 5–10 days, and
more than 10 days of school. Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL status,
and IEP status. ELL stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program
(learning plan designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free
or reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2003 and 2015
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Figure C3 How much have rates of students missing more than
10 days changed since 2003?
Percentage-point change in the share of eighth-graders who were absent from
school more than 10 days in the month prior to the NAEP mathematics
assessment, between 2003 and 2015, by group

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL status, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2003 and 2015
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Interactive
Map

Share of students absent from school, by state and by
number of days missed, 2015

Less than 21.0% 21.0% to < 28.5% 28.5% to < 36.1% 36.1% to < 43.6% Greater than 43.6%

Notes: Based on the number of days eighth-graders in each state reported having missed in the month
prior to the NAEP mathematics assessment. “Three or more days” represents the aggregate of data for
students who missed 3–4 days, 5–10 days, and more than 10 days of school.

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Figure D The more frequently students miss school, the worse
their performance
Performance disadvantage experienced by eighth-graders on the 2015 NAEP
mathematics assessment, by number of school days missed in the month prior
to the assessment, relative to students with perfect attendance in the prior
month (standard deviations)

Notes: Estimates are obtained after controlling for race/ethnicity, poverty status, gender, IEP status, and
ELL status; for the racial/ethnic composition of the student’s school; and for the share of students in the
school who are eligible for FRPL (a proxy for school socioeconomic composition). All estimates are
statistically significant at p < 0.01.

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Appendix
Figure A

Are there significant differences in student
absenteeism rates across grades and over time?
Shares of fourth-graders and eighth-graders who missed school no days, 1–2
days, 3–4 days, 5–10 days, and more than 10 days in the month before the
NAEP mathematics assessment, 2003 and 2015

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2003 and 2015
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Appendix
Figure B

Detailed absenteeism rates by group
Shares of eighth-graders in each group who missed school no days, 1–2 days,
3–4 days, 5–10 days, and more than 10 days in the month before the NAEP
mathematics assessment, 2015

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL eligibility, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines).

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Figure B
(cont.)
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Appendix
Table 1

The influence of absenteeism on eighth-graders’ math
achievement
Performance disadvantage experienced by eighth-graders on the 2015 NAEP
mathematics assessment, by group and by number of days missed in the month
prior to the assessment, relative to students in the same group with perfect
attendance in the prior month (standard deviations)

1–2
days

3–4
days

5–10
days

More than
10 days

All
students

All students -0.10*** -0.29*** -0.39*** -0.64***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.04)

By gender

Girl -0.12*** -0.30*** -0.38*** -0.65***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.06)

Boy -0.09*** -0.27*** -0.39*** -0.62***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05)

By race/
ethnicity

White -0.09*** -0.27*** -0.36*** -0.61***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.06)

Black -0.11*** -0.30*** -0.36*** -0.63***

(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.07)

Hispanic ELL -0.13** -0.33*** -0.43*** -0.55***

(0.05) (0.07) (0.10) (0.15)

Hispanic non-ELL -0.11*** -0.32*** -0.41*** -0.74***

(0.02) (0.03) (0.05) (0.07)

Asian ELL -0.31** -0.51** -0.58 -1.68***

(0.13) (0.22) (0.43) (0.57)

Asian non-ELL -0.06 -0.13 -0.51*** -0.50***

(0.05) (0.10) (0.16) (0.15)

Other -0.13*** -0.21*** -0.38*** -0.58***

(0.04) (0.05) (0.08) (0.13)

By FRPL
eligibility

Not eligible for FRPL -0.09*** -0.27*** -0.36*** -0.63***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.07)

Reduced-price-lunch-eligible -0.16*** -0.33*** -0.45*** -0.76***

(0.04) (0.06) (0.09) (0.12)

Free-lunch-eligible -0.11*** -0.29*** -0.39*** -0.63***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05)
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Appendix
Table 1
(cont.)

1–2
days

3–4
days

5–10
days

More than
10 days

Appendix
Table 1
(cont.)

1–2
days

3–4
days

5–10
days

More than
10 days

By IEP
status

Not IEP-eligible -0.11*** -0.30*** -0.40*** -0.66***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.04)

Has an IEP -0.05* -0.21*** -0.31*** -0.52***

(0.03) (0.04) (0.06) (0.08)

*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1

Notes: Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL eligibility, and IEP status. ELL
stands for English language learner; IEP stands for individualized education program (learning plan
designed for each student who is identified as having a disability); and FRPL stands for free or
reduced-price lunch (federally funded meal programs for students of families meeting certain income
guidelines). Estimates for the “All students” sample are obtained after controlling for race/ethnicity, poverty
status, gender, IEP status, and ELL status; for the racial/ethnic composition of the student’s school; and for
the share of students in the school who are eligible for FRPL (a proxy for school socioeconomic
composition). For each group, controls that are not used to identify the group are included (for example,
for black students, estimates control for poverty status, gender, IEP status, and ELL status; for the racial/
ethnic composition of the student’s school; and for the share of students in the school who are eligible for
FRPL; etc.)

Source: EPI analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress microdata, 2015
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Endnotes
1. See García 2014 and García and Weiss 2016.

2. See ESSA 2015. According to ESSA, this nontraditional indicator should measure “school quality
or student success.” (The other indicators at elementary/middle school include measures of
academic achievement, e.g., performance or proficiency in reading/language arts and math;
academic progress, or student growth; and progress in achieving English language proficiency.)

3. Thirty-six states and the District of Columbia have included student absenteeism as an
accountability metric in their states’ ESSA plans. This metric meets all the requirements (as
outlined in ESSA) to be considered a measure of school quality or student success (valid, reliable,
calculated the same for all schools and school districts across the state, can be disaggregated by
student subpopulation, is a proven indicator of school quality, and is a proven indicator of student
success; see Education Week 2017). See FutureEd 2017 for differences among the states’ ESSA
plans. See the web page “ESSA Consolidated State Plans” (on the Department of Education
website) for the most up-to-date information on the status and content of the state plans.

4. There is no precise official definition that identifies how many missed days constitutes chronic
absenteeism on a monthly basis. Definitions of chronic absenteeism are typically based on the
number of days missed over an entire school year, and even these definitions vary. For the
Department of Education, chronically absent students are those who “miss at least 15 days of
school in a year” (U.S. Department of Education 2016). Elsewhere, chronic absenteeism is
frequently defined as missing 10 percent or more of the total number of days the student is
enrolled in school, or a month or more of school, in the previous year (Ehrlich et al. 2013; Balfanz
and Byrnes 2012). Given that the school year can range in length from 180 to 220 days, and given
that there are about 20–22 instructional days in a month of school, these latter two definitions
imply that a student is chronically absent if he or she misses between 18 and 22 days per year
(depending on the length of the school year) or more, or between 2.0 and about 2.5 days (or
more) per month on average (assuming a nine-month school year). In our analysis, we define
students as being chronically absent if they have missed three or more days of school in the last
month (the aggregate of students missing “3–4,” “5–10,” or “more than 10 days”), and as
experiencing extreme chronic absenteeism if they have missed “more than 10 days” of school in
the last month. These categories are not directly comparable to categories used in studies of
absenteeism on a per-year basis or that use alternative definitions or thresholds. We purposely
analyze data for each of these “days absent” groups separately to identify their distinct
characteristics and the influence of those differences on performance. (Appendix Figure B and
Appendix Table 1 provide separate results for each of the absenteeism categories.)

5. In our analysis, we define “poor” students as those who are eligible for free lunch; we define
“somewhat poor” students as those who are eligible for reduced-price lunch; and we define
“nonpoor” students as those who are not eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. We use “poverty
status,” “income status,” “socioeconomic status” (“SES”), and “social class” interchangeably
throughout our analysis. We use the free or reduced-price lunch status classification as a metric
for individual poverty, and we use the proportion of students who are eligible for FRPL as a metric
for school poverty (in our regression controls; see Figure D). The limitations of these variables to
measure economic status are discussed in depth in Michelmore and Dynarski’s (2016) study. FRPL
statuses are nevertheless valid and widely used proxies of low(er) SES, and students’ test scores
are likely to reflect such disadvantage (Carnoy and García 2017).
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6. Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), an IEP must be designed for each
student with a disability. The IEP “guides the delivery of special education supports and services
for the student” (U.S. Department of Education 2000). For more information about IDEA, see U.S.
Department of Education n.d.

7. Students are grouped by gender, race/ethnicity and ELL status, FRPL eligibility, and IEP status.

8. The U.S. Department of Education (2016) defines “chronically absent” as “missing at least 15 days
of school in a year.” Ready (2010) explains the difference between legitimate or illegitimate
absences, which may respond to different circumstances and behaviors. Ready’s findings,
pertaining to children at the beginning of school, indicate that, relative to high-SES students, low-
SES children with good attendance rates experienced greater gains in literacy skills during
kindergarten and first grade, narrowing the starting gaps with their high-SES peers. No differences
in math skills gains were detected in kindergarten.

9. U.S. Department of Education 2016. This report uses data from the Department of Education’s Civil
Rights Data Collection 2013–2014.

10. The analysis finds no differences in absenteeism by gender. It is notable that the Department of
Education report finds that ELL students have lower absenteeism rates than their non-ELL peers,
given that we find (as described later in the report) that Asian ELL students have higher
absenteeism rates than Asian non-ELL students and that Hispanic ELL students have higher
absenteeism rates than Hispanic non-ELL students. It is important to note, however, that the data
the Department of Education analyze compared all ELL students to all non-ELL students (not only
Asian and Hispanic students separated out by ELL status), and thus our estimates are not directly
comparable.

11. Children in the fourth and eighth grades were asked, “How many days were you absent from
school in the last month?” The possible answers are: none, 1–2 days, 3–4 days, 5–10 days, and
more than 10 days. An important caveat concerning this indicator and results based on its
utilization is that there is a potential inherent censoring problem: Children who are more likely to
miss school are also likely to miss the assessment. In addition, some students may be inclined to
underreport the number of days that they missed school, in an effort to be viewed more favorably
(in social science research, this may introduce a source of response-bias referred to as “social
desirability bias”). Although we do not have any way to ascertain the extent to which these might
be problems in the NAEP data and for this question in particular, it is important to read our results
and findings as a potential underestimate of what the rates of missingness are, as well as what
their influence on performance is.

12. One reason to look at different grades is to explore the potential connection between early
absenteeism and later absenteeism. Ideally, we would be able to include data on absenteeism
from earlier grades in students’ academic careers since, as Nai-Lin Chang, Sundius, and Wiener
(2017) explain, attendance habits are developed early and often set the stage for attendance
patterns later on. These authors argue that detecting absenteeism early on can improve pre-K to K
transitions, especially for low-income children, children with special needs, or children who
experience other challenges at home; these are the students who most need the social,
emotional, and academic supports that schools provide and whose skills are most likely to be
negatively influenced by missing school. Gottfried (2014) finds reduced reading and math
achievement outcomes, and lower educational and social engagement, among kindergartners
who are chronically absent. Even though we do not have information on students’ attendance
patterns at the earliest grades, looking at patterns in the fourth and eighth grades can be
illuminating.

30



13. Students are excluded from our analyses if their absenteeism information and/or basic descriptive
information (gender, race/ethnicity, poverty status, and IEP) are missing.

14. All categories combined, we note that in 2015, 49.5 percent of fourth-graders and 55.6 percent of
eighth-graders missed at least one day of school in the month prior. Just over 30 percent of
fourth-graders and 36.4 percent of eighth-graders missed 1–2 days of school during the month.

15. In the sample, 52.1 percent of students are white, 14.9 percent black, 4.5 percent Hispanic ELL,
19.4 percent Hispanic non-ELL, less than 1 percent Asian ELL, 4.7 percent Asian non-ELL, and 3.8
percent Native American or other.

16. Of the students in the sample, 47.8 percent are not eligible for FRPL, 5.2 percent are eligible for
reduced-price lunch, and 47.0 percent are eligible for free lunch.

17. In the 2015 eighth-grade mathematics sample, 10.8 percent of students had an IEP.

18. For students who were eligible for reduced-price lunch (somewhat poor students), shares of
students absent three or more days also decreased, but more modestly, by 3.3 percentage points.

19. Number of states is out of 51; the District of Columbia is included in the state data.

20. The results discussed below cannot be interpreted as causal, strictly speaking. They are
obtained using regression models with controls for the relationship between performance and
absenteeism (estimates are net of individual, home, and school factors known to influence
performance and are potential sources of selection). However, the literature acknowledges a
causal relationship between (high-quality) instructional time and performance, in discussions about
the length of the school day (Kidronl and Lindsay 2014; Jin Jez and Wassmer 2013; among others)
and the dip in performance children experience after being out of school for the summer
(Peterson 2013, among others). These findings could be extrapolable to our absenteeism
framework and support a more causal interpretation of the findings of this paper.

21. Observations with full information are used in the regressions. The absenteeism–performance
relationship is only somewhat sensitive to including traditional covariates in the regression (not
shown in the tables; results available upon request). The influence of absenteeism on
performance is distinct and is not due to any mediating effect of the covariates that determine
education performance.

22. Asian ELL students who miss more than 10 days of school are very far behind Asian ELL students
with perfect attendance, with a gap of more than a standard deviation. This result needs to be
interpreted with caution, however, as it is based on a very small fraction of students for whom
selection may be a concern, too.

23. The data used in our analysis are for years prior to the implementation of measures intended to
tackle absenteeism. See Education Week 2017. Data for future (or more recent) years will be
required to analyze whether Connecticut’s policies have had an effect on absenteeism rates in the
state.
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