
Episode 2: Myth Busting Chronic Absences 

Becky Lewis: I am here today with Brandie Turner, an Early Literacy Specialist on our team.  

Prior to this role, Brandie has 11 years of experience in the classroom working with preschool 

special education, gifted education, and teaching kindergarten, second, third, and sixth grade 

regular education.  This is Brandie’s 3rd Year working on the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading. 

During this time, she has taken a special interest in attendance factors and is part of the WV 

Department of Education’s Attendance Task Force.  Today we’re going to discuss what Chronic 

Absence is, the Role of the WVDE Attendance Task Force, and review an article published by the 

American Institutes for Research titled “Chronic Absence: Busting Myths and Helping Educators 

Develop More Effective Responses”.  

How have you experienced chronic absence in your professional roles and what exactly does 

chronic absence mean? 

Brandie Turner:  Thank you, Becky.  First let me explain what we mean when we say a child is 

chronically absent.  Chronically absent is defined as missing 10% or more of the school days.  

So, if there are 180 school days that would be 18 or more days by the end of the year.  Now, 

keep in mind, if school has only been in session for 20 days, then a child missing 2 of those 20 

would be considered chronically absent.  It’s also important to note that these are any missed 

days whether they are excused or unexcused.  Any days the child is missing instruction is 

considered.   

So, in my first role as a preschool itinerant special education teacher, I traveled throughout the 

county I served and met the families where they were whether that was a preschool, daycare, 

head-start, or at their home.  I found that removing that barrier and going to the child, no 

matter where they were, provided for a more consistent service.  I know teachers do not 

always have that luxury so it’s important for all of us as educators to know what we can do to 

help combat chronic absence. 

Becky Lewis: This shift is vital for educators to understand because their experience with 

monitoring attendance has changed in the past few years from keeping track of unexcused and 

excused absences to really look deeply at student's attendance data as a whole whether they 

have a note from a doctor or not. This idea of chronic absenteeism is based on the research of 

Hedy Chang, founder of attendance works. She was interested in finding out if whether missing 

school in the early grades correlated with low reading proficiency by the end of third grade. 

What she found was that students who missed that 10% of school you mentioned correlated 

with reading difficulties in later years.  

Brandie Turner: Yes, exactly.  The data we analyze is no longer about how many days a child is 

unexcused, and is more about how many days a child has missed instruction.  The 

misconception is that a student can be given work to make-up for the days they missed, but 

teaching has evolved over the years and it is more about students working collaboratively and 



teachers providing hands-on experiences.  This type of work cannot be replicated if a student 

missed school.    

Becky Lewis: One of the big focuses throughout WV this year is on attendance. What support is 

the WVDE offering to schools and communities to help with this shift? 

Brandie Turner: Well, as part of the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, our team works with 

each county to develop a plan to address attendance in their elementary schools.  In addition, 

the Attendance Task-force Team initiated by Dr. Payne is dedicated to taking new strategies, 

tools, and trainings across the state.  So far this year, the team has held 5 regional meetings 

that invited county level administration and principals.  At these meetings, we discussed best 

practices, shared bright spots, and provided support on how to access specific school and 

student data using Zoom.  Principals then were given the opportunity to dig into that data and 

narrow down a list of children that were considered chronically absent and develop a plan on 

how to address the issue.  Hopefully, administrators are taking this practice back to the district 

and sharing it with teachers because Zoom is a tool that can be used by teachers as well to dig 

into attendance data, not just administrators.   

Becky Lewis: I would encourage any teacher who struggles with analyzing attendance data to 

check out the zoom website. From my own experience, I know that I was not provided with a 

lot of support on how to analyze my own class data and how to help those students in my room 

that were chronically absent. A lot of the emphasis that has been out there so far has been at 

the administrative level and today we wanted to bring to light some myths and beliefs that 

teachers may have about the chronically absent students in their classes. I know that I had 

heard a few of these from former colleagues.  

Brandie what is the first myth that we are busting?  

Brandie Turner:  

Myth 1: Invoking legal consequences is an effective response to poor attendance. Counter 

Action: Refrain from relying on punitive policies that create additional obstacles to attendance. 

We see the opposite effect in our WV counties.  What often happens is that parents begin to 

defy the system instead of work with the system.  We hear stories of parents pushing back and 

eventually removing their children from the school system all-together when faced with legal 

consequences.  I like how the article notes how Attendance Works urges educators to see 

chronic absence as “a problem to be solved, not a behavior to be punished.” 

Becky Lewis: Punitive measures take those kids who are struggling and give them more out of 

school time for missing school in the first place. More time out of the classroom will not help 

increase a student’s ability to catch up. Research shows that our most chronically absent 

students are those from poverty. So, these measures also put an added burden on those 

parents who may already be struggling to attend court or pay fines.   



Myth 2, this is a big one for me. Attendance is simply a reflection of how much students and 

families value education. As an educator I feel like this one is easy to latch onto because we 

feel so strongly about when our students miss. We can easily assume that families of 

chronically absent children don’t value education, and families with children who attend school 

regularly value education. One way we can avoid putting this assumption on students and 

families is to get to know them better and if you are able to help them remove barriers that are 

preventing students from getting to school regularly.   

Attendance works does a lot with helping remove barriers that inhibit children from getting to 

school.  I had one little struggling girl, who was chronically absent. When she missed school 

there really did not seem to be a rhyme or reason. After reaching out to her parents we found 

out that dad got a new job that caused him to not be able to take her to the bus stop all the 

time. Mom did not have a driver’s license and with no friends or family members close by there 

was no way to get her to school. If we had reached out sooner before she was chronically, we 

could have come together to help remove the barrier to help them find a ride to the bus stop.    

Brandie Turner: Becky, that’s a great example of how we make assumptions that define our 

understanding of a situation.  It’s hard for any of us not to bring our own bias into a situation no 

matter how hard we try.  What we don’t want, though is for teachers to get overwhelmed 

when thinking about what needs to be done outside of the classroom to help a child get to 

school.  The thinking often moves directly to external solutions such as transportation support, 

but teachers just need to focus on what they have in their control---their classroom which leads 

us to myth #3. 

Myth 3: Improving student attendance is beyond educators’ sphere of influence. Counter 

Action: Provide support when possible and counterbalance external factors by creating a 

supportive school environment. 

Becky Lewis: I know we have a saying in the campaign when we address attendance, and we 

like to pose the question What would Walt Disney Do? He would make sure that wherever kids 

are they are having the best time in a safe environment where they feel loved and welcome. 

Let’s talk about some ways help make this a reality in schools and classrooms without 

overwhelming the already overworked teachers and staff?  

Brandie Turner: Again, referring back to the article, it includes the conditions for learning: four 

factors in a school’s environment that affect students.  

Although sometimes, the connection is hard for educators to see, all of these factors contribute 

to a student’s attendance. 

The first factor is safety: providing a low-risk environment for our children and families. Many 

families who had a poor experience as a child with the school they attended tend to carry that 

memory with them when their child begins school.  Often times it tends to be feelings of 

distrust and judgement.  Demonstrating to families that the school environment is safe both 



physically and emotionally helps break down those walls.  But it’s not something that schools 

can just say...it has to be experienced by the family.  Like the saying goes “actions speak louder 

than words”. Teachers can demonstrate vulnerability so that children and families see that no 

one is perfect.  They can also build a judgement-free zone so that children feel safe answering 

questions, giving opinions, and making mistakes. 

Becky Lewis: Exactly, making classrooms feel safe for students really goes a long way, especially 

for those students who may not have that feeling any place else in their lives. Another factor 

that helps provide a supportive school environment is through developing a sense of 

connectedness and belong not just in the classroom but throughout the entire school.  

As humans, we have this sense of belonging and want to feel connected to those around us. We 

can begin to create this sense of belonging just by letting students and families know that they 

are missed when they are not there.  Teachers can also help foster these relationships among 

students but could also invite other adults in the school building to build a relationship with a 

child that is struggling in order to have another person in the school that the child feels cares 

about them.  This can be developed through an actual mentor program, an informal 

conversation with a colleague regarding the need, or a virtual message to the student or family 

about how they were missed that day.  

 

Brandie Turner: Becky, I love those ideas, especially the virtual messaging because many 

teachers are already using a tool to communicate with their parents like class dojo or seesaw.  

When we think about students being chronically absent, we don’t always think about the 

students who are absent because they are not getting what they need from school 

academically, which is the next factor to consider.  Providing academic challenge by making 

sure that students are motivated to learn. In my position as a coordinator at a school I met with 

students in the past who were clear underachievers that did not want to come to school.  When 

I finally took the time to sit down and have a conversation with them, they expressed to me 

that it was a waste of their time because they weren’t learning anything new.  This is an issue 

that more students than we think face.  It’s important to identify who these students might be 

and for teachers to support these students by providing activities that are more rigorous 

instead of adding additional “busy” work.  Work that is engaging, challenging, and appealing to 

the student will motivate them to want to come to school. 

Becky Lewis: Right, when students don’t understand and see the value in what they are 

learning, then it is harder to get them engaged and motivated to succeed academically. The last 

factor that affects students in a school’s environment is social and emotional support which 

focuses on being empathetic to our students’ situations and needs. 

 

Sometimes all a child or family member needs is for someone to acknowledge their struggle 

and provide empathy, not sympathy. With that empathy, a teacher needs to include 

encouragement that a situation can be turned around and there is support to help.  It’s also 



important to continue to have high expectations for that child so that their situation doesn’t 

define their potential.    

Teachers can also provide support by asking questions that help students solve problems on 

their own. With practice, this helps students become more independent and self-assured when 

solving problems in the future. There are many more easy ways that teachers can ensure that 

they are providing social and emotional support, but the last one I want to touch on is being 

proud of your students. Praising your students, highlighting their strengths, and building up 

their weaknesses make a huge difference in motivation, responsibility, and overall success.  

Recently, at a meeting with one of my county leads, I heard about a free social and emotional 

training program for educators. It’s called the Sanford Harmony Program. I don’t know much 

about it but if you are struggling with implementing and teaching social emotional skills this 

might be good resource for you.  

Brandie Turner: Making a difference in a child's attendance doesn’t necessarily require extra 

work. It involves strategically infusing attendance and the power of positive relationships into 

everyday interactions. Discover strategies and resources in the Teaching Attendance 2.0 

toolkit.  The toolkit gives teachers strategies for creating a welcoming environment for both 

students and families, it provides materials to use at parent teacher conferences, provides 

strategies to use data for intervention and support, and gives information on helping with a 

school-wide approach. 

In addition to the toolkit, Attendance Works is partnering with Teaching Ready to provide a 

new Teaching Attendance curriculum series of interactive online training courses so you and 

your colleagues can learn how to improve attendance in your school.  Visit our show notes for 

the link. 

Becky Lewis: What is one tip or piece of advice you would give to our listeners focused on 

attendance that would help them develop as a stronger leader of literacy? 

 

Brandie:  My answer isn’t going to stray too far from how I answered in the previous episode.  I 

think being a leader of literacy is all about focusing on the child.  In this case, modeling for other 

educators some of the practices we discussed today would take a leader to the next level. 
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