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Introduction
Attendance is essential to school success, but too often students, parents and schools do not 
realize how quickly absences — excused and unexcused — can add up to academic trouble. Chronic 
absence — missing 10 percent of the school year, or just 2-3 days every month — can translate into 
third-graders unable to master reading, sixth graders failing courses and ninth graders dropping out 
of high school.1 Low-income students, who most depend on school for opportunities to learn, are 
especially harmed when they miss too much instruction.2

Research proves what we know from common sense: showing up to class is critical to succeeding in 
school. What is less understood is the critical importance of looking at chronic absence data starting 
in elementary school. Far too many cities and schools focus on truancy in high school or, at best, 
middle school, without looking at how many young children in the early grades are headed off track 
academically because they are missing too much school due to excused or unexcused absences.

Research also shows that early absences impede a child’s ability to read and exacerbate achievement 
gaps, especially for poor children and minorities who typically have higher rates of absenteeism. It
is critical that counties look at the right numbers. It requires looking more deeply into attendance 
patterns that can explain why students are missing so much school. Elementary students, especially 
in the early grades, are not likely to be skipping school willfully. Instead, many of their absences are 
excused as they deal with health, safety, transportation and other challenges that keep them from 
class.

Promoting attendance in the early grades is critical to sustaining the school readiness skills that 
preschool or Head Start programs can help children to develop. Students who arrived at school 
academically ready to learn— but then missed 10 percent of their kindergarten and first grade years—
scored on average 60 points below similar students with good attendance on third-grade reading 
tests. In math, the gap was nearly 100 points. 

1 Chang, Hedy and Romero, Mariajose, Present, Engaged and Accounted For: The Critical Importance of Addressing 
Chronic Absence in the Early Grades, National Center for Children in Poverty, New York, NY, September 2008.
Balfanz, Robert, Lisa Herzog and Douglas J. MacIver, Preventing Student Disengagement and Keeping Students on 
the Graduation Path in Urban Middle-Grades Schools: Early Identification and Effective Interventions , Educational 
Psychologist, 42(4), 223–235, 2007

2 Allensworth, E. M., and Easton, J.Q., What Matters for Staying On-track and Graduating in Chicago Public High 
Schools: A Close Look at Course Grades, Failures, and Attendance in the Freshman Year, University of Chicago, 
Consortium on Chicago School Research, Chicago, IL, 2007. 2 Ready, Douglas D., Socioeconomic Disadvantage, 
School Attendance, and Early Cognitive Development, The Differential Effects of School Exposure, Sociology of 
Education, October 2010. 
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Campaign leaders can make a real difference 
in improving school attendance by promoting 
public awareness and galvanizing public 
and nonprofit resources to address the root 
causes of student absenteeism.

Chronic absence is a problem we can fix if we 
start early enough. Schools and communities 
can see attendance rates improve within 
months when they work together to monitor 
chronic absence data and reach out to 
children and families to encourage good 
attendance and help them overcome barriers 
to getting to school.

Health Barriers to Learning (HBLs) are typically unrecognized or undermanaged and include 
uncontrolled asthma, uncorrected vision problems, unaddressed hearing loss, dental 
problems, persistent hunger, certain untreated mental health and behavioral problems, 
and effects of lead exposure. Left untreated, HBLs can adversely affect children’s ability 
to see, hear and pay attention in the classroom, their ability and motivation to learn, their 
attendance, and their chances of graduating high school.
 

https://vimeo.com/63614396
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How to Use the Toolkit
The purpose of this toolkit is to provide support that encourages and assists counties in addressing 
the issue of chronic absence which is a crucial component of the local Campaign for Grade-Level 
Reading. This toolkit is designed to help you plan your involvement and enlist stakeholders who can 
help get the message out. We offer a variety of options for promoting good attendance. No school, 
community or organization should feel that they need to accomplish all of the options. Instead, 
choose which options work best for you and build the support you need to do even more each year.  

The toolkit is designed to align with the calendar year, so at any point counties can determine which 
actionable items are applicable to their community.  Click on a particular time frame to go directly to 
that section. Within each time frame, items will be designated for use by county personnel, school 
administration, classroom teacher, or support personnel. The icon(s) at the end of each item will 
indicate which audience(s) will likely find the item most useful.

• Spring
• Early Summer
• August
• September
• Winter

County School Teacher Support Personnel
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Spring
1. Recruit partners, work with a coalition, plan a meeting and agree on activities. We know 

that students who miss too much school suffer academically at every age and every grade. 
Equally important, we know absenteeism is a problem we can solve if districts and schools 
identify the students most at risk and then work with parents and community partners to turn 
around attendance and achievement.   
• Who Can Help
• Making the Case to community partners.
• Presentation Tools

 » Attendance Works video

2. Launch a student poster contest or video contest, with winning entries to be displayed 
during September. Promote good attendance in a display in the school lobby, the school 
district’s central office, the main library or other public spaces. Retail shops and restaurants 
can put posters in their windows or on bulletin boards. If there is a student poster contest, 
decorate public spaces with the posters.   
• Contests

3. Enlist health care providers to share information on attendance during back-to-school 
checkups. Given the role that illness plays in contributing to school absences, health 
providers and school nurses have an important role in ensuring students do not miss 
school unnecessarily because of chronic illness or lack of access to health care.   
• Make the case for health care providers to participate by providing this handout, which 

includes talking points to use when sharing information with parents.
• How Sick is Too Sick handout for parents
• A Health Flyer for Parents

4. Plan how you will use data to map the attendance gap. Approach appropriate school or 
district officials about the availability of attendance information. Ensure attendance goals 
reflect multiple attendance measures: improvement in average daily attendance, reductions 
in the percent of students who are chronically absent (absent more than 10 percent of 
school days), increases in students with satisfactory attendance (attending more than 95 
percent of school days) and possibly reduced truancy (based upon local definitions of 
truancy).   
• Measure Impact

5. Identify one or two local schools that are bright spots. Bright Spots describe programs 
and schools that have success tackling the challenges of school attendance. Bright Spots 
offer evidence and inspiration that the difficult work of dramatically improving reading 
proficiency for children from low-income families is not only ambitious, but also achievable 
and actionable. Bright Spots can inspire others to act. Below are some Bright Spots from 
across West Virginia that can be shared in addition to your school-specific examples.   
• West Virginia Bright Spots

 » Summer County: Hinton Area Elementary in Summers County is promoting school 
attendance by displaying a large banner on the front of the building to remind 
parents and the community that “Attendance Matters Everyday!” Each morning, 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-public-messaging/making-case/
https://vimeo.com/63614396
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teachers use the intercom to alert the office that all students are present and on 
time, usually with the students doing it in chorus. Those classrooms get a banner 
hung on their doorway to let the rest of the school know of their accomplishment. 
It is also posted on the school’s Facebook page. 

 » Berkeley County: Communities In Schools of Berkeley County, WV presents, “Less 
than Five!”, a music video featuring “Harmony” and the students at Orchard View 
Intermediate School to promote good attendance!

• Less than Five! Video 

6. Communicate to parents about the attendance slump. While average attendance rates 
per month are fairly consistent between September and April, in some schools a troubling 
pattern starts in May and worsens in June.  
• Attendance Slump Flyer 

A number of underlying factors contribute to the higher prevalence and impact of health 
barriers to learning among economically disadvantaged children. Poor access to health care 
and quality schools, excessive absenteeism, and other social issues affect development, 
learning, and health. Among the most important factors are Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs). ACEs are events during childhood that increase the short- and long-term risk 
of negative health and social outcomes. ACEs include the child suffering physical, 
psychological, or sexual abuse, and the presence of substance abuse, mental illness, 
domestic violence, or criminal behavior in the household.

County School Teacher Support Personnel

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpNk5Ttx5tY&feature=youtu.be
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Early Summer
1. Enlist elected officials to be involved in raising awareness. Mayors and elected leaders 

are especially well-positioned to advance a chronic absence agenda because they can 
rally support around a common concern. In addition, city governments are typically 
deeply involved in an array of supports and services such as public safety, early childhood 
programs, and community health clinics that can address issues that often pose significant 
barriers to school attendance.    
• Community and Agency Partners  

2. Recruit local sports stars and celebrities for school visits and assemblies. Sports stars —  
whether professional athletes or college standouts – can be great role models for 
promoting better attendance. Athletes can deliver a powerful message about attendance 
and persistence. If your community doesn’t have a professional sports team, think about 
minor league teams or even high school athletes.   
They can deliver the message:
• Success takes hard work. Players show up for practice every day to be the best they can be. 

Students need to show up for school every day.
• It’s tempting to take a day off here or there, but the best players know that persistence is key 

to performance.
• Strategies for using sports stars

3. Recruit local faith leaders to speak to congregations about attendance and to encourage 
members to become involved with mentoring programs at the schools.   

4. Line up incentives from businesses and other partners for contests.    
• Horace Mann Insurance agencies provide incentives for attendance.
• Ask local restaurants to provide dinner to reward families with the most improved 

attendance.

5. Complete data analysis for chronic absence and identify where and when attendance 
gaps occur. If your district doesn’t already know, determine the current baseline of chronic 
absence as well as average daily attendance so you can identify whether your activities 
have an impact on improving student attendance throughout the school year. If you haven’t 
crunched your chronic absence data, you can start by looking at how much average daily 
attendance improves — although it is important to recognize that average daily attendance 
might mask high levels of chronic absence.  In West Virginia, schools can use the WVEIS on 
the Web (WOW), Early Warning System and use the WV Graduation 20/20 Implementation 
Manual to access strategies to increase attendance rates, academic success, graduation 
rates and decrease drop-outs.   
 

https://www.attendanceworks.org/take-action/community-and-agency-partners/local-government-officials/
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6. Conduct home visits. Research shows that students whose families are visited by a teacher 
are less likely to be chronically absent. In addition, home visits are known for increasing 
student achievement. When conducted in the summer or fall, home visits allow teachers to 
begin building relationships and connections with families before school begins, making 
communication easier throughout the school year.   
•  Improve Attendance with Teacher Home Visits 

Sixty-seven percent of children in poverty have experienced at least one ACE. ACEs 
are associated with impaired development of the brain, leading to long-term negative 
consequences on cognitive, language and academic abilities, and mental health. Negative 
educational outcomes include grade repetition, lower academic scores, disengagement with 
school, and attendance problems.

County School Teacher Support Personnel

https://www.attendanceworks.org/improve-attendance-with-teacher-home-visits/
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August
1. Begin media outreach. Every year, print and broadcast reporters turn up looking for back-

to- school stories. Suggest that this year’s pieces focus on school attendance and the 
efforts by your organization or community to reduce absenteeism.   
• Tips for Reaching the Media

2. Train school staff to correctly code and record absences. In order to make the best use of 
attendance data to identify absence patterns and provide support for students and families, 
it is important to make sure that the data is as accurate and consistent as possible. In West 
Virginia, our schools assume that a student is present in the learning environment unless they 
are specifically marked as absent in the data system. The West Virginia Education Information 
System (WVEIS) allows schools to use several codes to indicate the reasons why students are 
absent as well as whether the absences are full or half days.  

3. Print banners and posters. Promote good attendance in a display in the lobby of city hall, 
the school district’s central office, the main library or other public spaces. Retail shops and 
restaurants can put posters in their windows or on bulletin boards. If there is a student 
poster contest, decorate public spaces with the posters. Our Attendance Awareness Month 
Badge can be used in e-mail signatures and on websites.    
• Infographic Poster
• Promotional Materials and Banners

4. Plan attendance incentives. The opening of school is an excellent time to put in place a strong 
system of incentives to encourage better attendance among students and their families or to 
make sure an existing system recognizes improved attendance, not just perfect attendance. 
Incentives and contests take advantage of the fact that students often respond better to 
concrete rewards and peer pressure than they do to lectures from parents and teachers.   
• Establish Incentives

5. Track attendance with students. Have students track their attendance on a calendar or in 
their agendas/planners. Having a visual can help parents better understand and keep track 
of how many times their student is absent.  
• Perfectly Punctual Scorecard 

6. Plan student assemblies. Plan an assembly at the start of September to explain to students 
why attending school is so important. If possible, have some students speak about why going to 
school matters.   
• Talking Points for Principals and Teachers Addressing Students
• Examples of Student Messaging
•  Every Day Matters Video 

In some underserved communities, 22% to 30% of children fail vision screening. About 80% 
of learning occurs through visual tasks such as reading, writing and using computers. 
 
 
 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/infographic/
https://awareness.attendanceworks.org/resources/promotional-materials/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/posters/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KizKpllC9RU&feature=youtu.be
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7. Launch a door-knocking campaign to remind families when school starts. Summer 
provides the opportunity to prepare for the school year and to set the tone for the rest of 
the year, not only for students and families, but also for school and community partner 
staff. Use the summer to begin to build trusting relationships with families and to equip 
staff with the skills, understanding, and data that will enable them to stay informed about 
their families and work with them effectively to improve student attendance.  

8. Share the Teaching Attendance toolkit with teachers during professional development 
sessions before school starts. This toolkit is designed for elementary school teachers, 
but the strategies work for students of all ages. The premise is that teachers can teach 
attendance by infusing attention to this critical issue into their everyday classroom 
activities. We also know that teachers have to juggle many demands on their time so 
we purposely designed this Teacher Toolkit to give teachers easy access to time-saving 
resources to nurture a habit of attendance so students can truly benefit from what is being 
taught in the classroom.    
• Teaching Attendance Toolkit

9. If schools open in August, hold first-day-of-school events stressing the importance of 
attendance. The first month of school is the perfect time to build a sense of excitement 
about the school year and to introduce expectations about attendance as well as positive 
incentives around good and improved attendance. It can also be a gauge for the coming 
year and gives teachers and community partner staff the opportunity to step in early to 
stem signs of chronic absenteeism. Key parent-focused events, such as Back to School Night 
and parent teacher conferences, can be excellent opportunities to reinforce messaging 
about the importance of good attendance. Parents should feel supported in their efforts to 
get their children to school.  
• Parent Activity for Back-to-School Night
• Video for Parents

10. Begin using a mobile communication system so that parents can stay up to date on what 
is happening within the classroom.  
• Remind 101
• Class Dojo

11. Redesign learning spaces. Ensure that learning environments are comfortable and inviting. 
Implement the use of flexible seating and accessible materials.   

County School Teacher Support Personnel

Minimal hearing loss places children at over four times the risk of speech and language 
deficits compared with their peers who have normal hearing, and children with hearing loss 
are at higher risk of social emotional issues and behavior problems. For children in poverty, 
hearing loss is more likely to remain undetected or be identified late.

https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkits/teaching-attendance-2-0/teaching-attendance-2-0-introduction/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/videos/bringing-attendance-home-video/
https://www.remind.com/
https://www.classdojo.com/


10

September
1. Launch an attendance contest among classes, grades or local schools to see who can 

best improve attendance. The rewards can be as simple as an extra recess. Businesses 
can donate gift certificates or movie tickets. Local celebrities and sports stars can visit the 
winning schools.    

2. Alert families about Attendance Awareness Month using a robocall system. Adapt the 
following script for your school:    

“Did you know that children can suffer academically if they miss 10 percent of the 
school year? That’s just 18 days or 2 to 3 days a month. And that can add up before 
you know it. This September [COMMUNITY/SCHOOL/DISTRICT] is celebrating 
Attendance Awareness Month with a renewed push to get all kids to school—on time, 
every day. Research shows us that absences add up.  That’s as true for kindergartners 
as it is for 12th graders. It’s as true for excused absences as it is for skipping school. 
We know there will be days when your child will miss school, especially when they’re 
sick. But we know that nationwide, as many as 7.5 million students miss 10 percent of 
the school year? That’s 135 million days of missed school – and missed opportunities. 
And research shows us it also marks the point when students start to fall behind 
academically because they have missed too many days.   

So this September, for Attendance Awareness Month, let’s work together as a 
community – school and business leaders, parents, students, teachers, doctors, 
neighbors – to get all kids to school – on time, every day.” 

3. Hold an end-of-the-month parent back-to-school night, rewarding families with good 
or improved attendance. This is an opportunity to orient families to school policies and 
connect them to helpful resources. Think of ways to provide incentives for families who 
are trying to improve their children’s attendance. School communities can send a clear 
message that going to school every day is a priority by providing regular recognition and 
rewards to students and families who have good and improved attendance. Keep in mind 
that the goal is not to focus on perfect attendance since the children who struggle the most 
will soon be left out of such awards.    
• Tips for school meetings
• Talking points for principals

 » Preschool handout
 » Elementary handout

• Bringing Attendance Home video

4. Ask local reporters to attend assemblies.    
 
 
 

http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Attacment2_increasingparentawareness.pdf
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/bringing-attendance-home-video/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/for-parents/bringing-attendance-home-video/
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5. Unveil an attendance display. Promote good attendance in a display in the lobby of city 
hall, the school district’s central office, the main library, or other public spaces.  Retail 
shops and restaurants can put posters in their windows or on bulletin boards.  If there is a 
student poster contest, decorate public spaces with the posters.    
• Attendance Awareness Month Banner: Use this banner to hang at your school, library, town 

hall or business. This is a standard large poster size that can be printed at your local print 
shop.

• Attend Today, Achieve Tomorrow Banner: This banner features a generic slogan to put on 
display all year round.

6. Analyze chronic absence data. While it is important to monitor attendance all year, the 
start of the school year is crucial. Research shows that two to four missed days in that first 
month can predict chronic absence throughout the year.      
• Data Matters

7. Share your chronic absence analysis with the school board, and if appropriate, the public. 
Brainstorm about how to close attendance gaps.   
• Breaking Barriers to Attendance

8. Share tweets (#SchoolEveryDay) and Facebook posts every day in September about the 
Attendance Awareness Campaign.  
• Social Media Tools

9. Address attendance during Parent-Teacher Conferences.  
• Tips for Taking Advantage of Parent Teacher Conferences

10. Create a Family Help Bank. Help improve attendance by encouraging families to think about 
their back up plans for getting to school, even when challenges arise. Consider inviting 
families to use My Family’s Help Bank.  
• Family Help Bank  

11. Send thank you notes to families for bringing their child to school. Too often families 
only hear from their child’s teacher or school when there is a concern. A great way to build 
relationships and help improve attendance is to send thank you notes to families for 
bringing their child to school, specifically families who have been known to have difficulty 
with attendance in the past. This quick note could be sent home with the student on a 
post-it or an index card.  

      In order to empower at-risk communities and to keep children healthy and ready to learn, 
the education sector can ensure teachers and other school personnel receive adequate 
training on the importance of HBLs and relevant school/classroom support to mitigate any 
potential effects on children’s educational success.

County School Teacher Support Personnel

http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/LgBanner1_month.pdf
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/LgBanner1_month.pdf
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/AAMLgBanner_generic.pdf
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/AAMLgBanner_generic.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/data-matters/
http://awareness.attendanceworks.org/social-media/
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Winter
1. Address health challenges. Support parents and families by offering information on when a 

child should or should not attend school while ill.     
• How Sick is Too Sick
• Families Fighting the Flu 
• A Health Flyer for Parents

2. Emphasize Good Health Habits.   
• Keep a list of students with asthma and ensure the school nurse gives them extra attention 

in the winter months, when colds can exacerbate the chronic condition.
• Offer health services on your campus. If you don’t have a clinic, arrange for doctors and 

nurses to visit occasionally to check on children.
• Make sure every room has hand sanitizer and that teachers show students how and when to 

use it. Consider asking local businesses or community partners to donate small hand sanitizer 
bottles for students. Teach children how to wash their hands properly with soap and water.

• Offer breakfast in the classroom to ensure every child has a good meal.
• Keep a closet full of donated coats, hats and mittens for students who show up at school 

without warm weather clothing. Ask parent organizations, community partners and 
businesses to stock the closet.

• Ensure your building is clean, properly ventilated and free of mold. Poor air quality and dust 
can contribute to respiratory illnesses.

• Send a winter letter to parents, sharing health tips so that they know when their children are 
too sick for school.

3. Consider alternative ways to get children to school on days that there is inclement 
weather.   
• Organize a four-wheel drive brigade of parents or staff members to pick up students 

stranded at home.
• Use a phone tree to connect parents to neighbors who can drive to school.
• Start a “walking school bus” that picks up children around the neighborhood and walks with 

them to school.
• Connect with city agencies to make sure sidewalks are cleared quickly and snow doesn’t pile 

up at corners.
• Organize a snow shovel brigade of parents and volunteers to ensure that sidewalks closest 

to your school are clear and safe for walking.
• Motivate students to come to school on bad weather days by offering incentives— snacks, 

pencils, hot chocolate or other small rewards.
• Prepare a letter for bad weather days offering parents help in getting their children to school.
• Use the following and/or robocall for messaging about attendance during inclement 

weather:
“We’ve got [ snow/ice/heavy rain/bad weather] today, but school is still open.  
It’s important to get your child to school today and every day, since even a few 
absences can add up to academic problems. If you’re having trouble getting 
to school, please call our office at XXXXXXXXXX, and we can help you arrange 
transportation. Thanks.”

http://www.familiesfightingflu.org/stay-in-the-game/
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4. Remind families about the importance of attendance around the holidays and school 
breaks. Encourage teachers to talk to students about the importance of showing up on the 
days before and after the holiday break. Stress that teachers will be teaching every day 
and that children will miss out on instruction if they do not show up. Remind them that a 
homework packet does not take the place of classroom learning and interaction.   
• Holiday Messaging Toolkit
• Promote Winter Attendance Flyer
• Send a letter out before

 » Thanksgiving and again in the weeks before the longer winter break urging 
students and families to avoid absences.

• Public Service Announcements

5. Recognize good and improved attendance around the holidays. Make sure students have 
a reason to come to school until winter break starts and come back for the first day after 
the break. Special events, class competitions, raffles and other recognition efforts can 
be effective in improving student attendance. It is important to let students and families 
know about these special plans before they make holiday arrangements — and, if possible, 
remind them before school starts up again.  
• Offer incentive “door busters” to the first 10 students from each grade to arrive at school/ 

class during the last week before break and the first week afterward.
• Plan, promote and implement “A Day Without an Absence” campaign for the first week of 

school after winter break.
• Develop a seasonal theme such as:

 » Celebrating A Season of Good Attendance
 » Giving the Gift of Attendance
 » On the 1st Day of Attendance My Teacher Gave to Me
 » Stuffing Our Stockings with Good Attendance
 » Good Attendance is Coming to Town

6. Revisit Attendance Initiatives. Returning from winter break is a time to revisit beginning of 
year attendance initiatives.  
• Welcome back from break robo-call message
• Revisit parent/student attendance contracts

7. Plan engaging activities before and after winter break. Returning from winter break is a 
time to revisit beginning of year attendance initiatives.  
• Plan engaging activities before and after winter break.   
• Plan an activity that will bring students and parents to your school on the last day before 

winter break. This can be an awards assembly, holiday program, or service opportunity.
• Schedule a food bank distribution, toy give-away, or winter coat closet for the last day before 

vacation starts or the first day after the holiday. Engage students in collecting goods and 
giving them away.

County School Teacher Support Personnel

https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/messaging/holiday-messaging/
http://www.attendanceworks.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/parents-winter-flyer-1-15-15-final.pdf
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• Plan a special event for the first day after the holiday break. If possible, create a contest 
or find ways to recognize good attendance. If the school or teachers are equipped to text 
parents, send a text right before school starts again to remind them of special plans.

• Create a class competition with recognition for the classroom with the best attendance in 
the weeks before and after the holiday break.

• Provide a lesson plan for teachers in early December emphasizing the importance of good 
attendance.

Nationally, almost 1 in 10 children have asthma, missing 13.8 million days of 
school.
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APPENDIX

Spring
1. Who Can Help?

2. Make the Case: Health Providers

3. Contests

4. How Sick is Too Sick

5. Health Flyer

6. Measure Impact

7. Attendance Slump Flyer
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In the schools: 
• Students and parents can make attendance a priority and help other students.
• Teachers can deliver the message about good attendance in the classroom, take attendance

every day in a caring manner and create incentives to encourage showing up.
• Principals can create an engaging school culture, offer incentives and use data to identify 

students or, in some cases, classrooms in need of extra support.
• School Nurses  can coordinate care to improve linkages between the medical home,

family and school as well as collaborate with others to reduce health-related
barriers to learning and better position students for success.

• Graduation Coaches can work with individual students who are in need of
remediation and graduation support.

• PTAs can organize parent summits to expand awareness of how families can monitor
chronic absence and help each other get their children to school.

• Superintendents can track chronic absence data district-wide and hold schools accountable
for absenteeism.

• School boards can proclaim the importance of attendance and adopt policies to ensure
chronic absence is monitored and addressed.

• Chief state school officers can advance awareness, data collection and capacity building
to improve student attendance.

In local government: 
• Mayors and other elected leaders can proclaim the importance of good attendance and

convene a coalition to address absenteeism.
• Social workers can address family problems that are keeping students from getting to

school.
• Housing officials can reach out to families with chronically absent students, help organize

safe walks to school and publicize information (such as reminders about when school starts) 
that can help families avoid unnecessary absences.

• Police officers in dangerous neighborhoods can provide safer routes to school.
• Transit agencies can provide free passes to students who lack reliable transportation.
• Public Health Department

In the community: 
• Health care providers can address chronic illness, such as asthma, and reinforce the

importance of school attendance at children’s annual checkups.
• Afterschool providers can help build a culture of attendance, reach out to chronically

absent students and provide enriching activities that motivate students to show up for school.
• Faith-based groups can volunteer to help parents and mentor at-risk students.
• Businesses can donate incentives for improved attendance and share the message with

their employees.
• National service members (e.g. AmeriCorps & VISTA) can provide an extra shift of adults

to support students at risk of dropping out.
• Local foundations can convene community members and underwrite the costs of attendance 

improvement efforts.
• Media partners can spread the word about the importance of good attendance.

Who Can Help?



17

Hosting a Video or 
Poster Contest 

Hosting a video or poster contest is a way to engage and rally students and parents around 
attendance. Below is a sample set of rules and guidelines that can be adapted for your school video or 
poster contest. 

Sample Contest guidelines: 
XXX School is calling on all students to enter our first video contest about XXX (sample themes could include “Why Attendance Matters” 
or “Why attending school is cool”). Students are invited to submit a 1-3 minute video that conveys the contest theme. The top three 
videos will win XXX. The top videos will be shared at our Attendance Awareness Month assembly and will also be posted on the school’s 
website and YouTube page. 

Eligibility & Criteria 
All students at XX school (or schools if district-wide) are eligible to participate. Videos will be judged on how well they address the 
theme, the quality of the production and student creativity. Professional video assistance cannot be provided to produce or edit the 
video. Videos can be in any format: music videos, skits, documentaries, spoken poem, commercial or PSA, etc. 

Submission guidelines 
To enter the contest follow the three steps below. Submissions must be received by xx/xx/xxxx at xx:xx to be eligible to win. 

1. Create a video

» Create a 1-3 minute video that speaks to the theme of the contest.

2. Upload your video to YouTube

3. Submit your video by e-mailing the following items to XXXX@xxxxxx.com by (due date)

» Your full name, grade, and home room teacher’s name

» URL of your video

» A brief description of your video, theme and idea

» Your email address and phone number

Awards 
Video submissions will be voted on by a panel of judges made up of school administrators. Winners will be announced at The 
Attendance Awareness Month Assembly at the end of September. 

Prizes: 
First place—xxx 

Second place—xxx 

Third place—xxx 
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The Attendance Imperative: Attending school regularly is essential to students gaining the 

academic and social skills they need to succeed. Reducing absenteeism is a simple, cost-effective, but often 
overlooked strategy for improving academic performance. Starting as early as preschool and kindergarten, 
chronic absence—missing 10 percent of the academic year—can leave third graders unable to read 
proficiently, sixth graders struggling with coursework and high school students off track for graduation. 
Chronic absence is especially problematic among students living in poverty who are most likely to have poor 
attendance over multiple years and least likely to have the resources to make up for the lost time in the 
classroom. In some communities, chronic absence affects more than one out of four children. 

Unfortunately, many schools and communities don’t realize the extent of the problem because districts don’t 
look at all the right data. They’re paying attention to how many students show up every day and how many 
skip school, but not how many miss so much school in excused and unexcused absences that they’re at risk 
academically. 

The good news is chronic absence can be significantly reduced when schools, families and community partners 
work together to monitor data, nurture a habit of regular attendance and address hurdles that keep children 
from getting to school every day such as lack of access to health care, unhealthy environmental conditions, 
unreliable transportation, housing instability or the lack of safe paths to school. 

Why we should pay attention to chronic absence 
• Poor health and undiagnosed conditions can cause too many absences: Even when

absences are excused, missing too much school can lead children to fall behind. Challenges related to
poor physical, dental and mental health are leading reasons students miss too much school.

• Successful learners are healthier adults: Showing up to school is essential to graduating from
high school and persisting in college.  Higher levels of academic achievement are associated with
lower incidence of disease and longer lives for adults.

• Health providers are uniquely positioned to address chronic absence: Because of your
expertise and respected stature you are especially crucial allies for conveying the importance of
avoiding unnecessary absences. You also can use your knowledge of families and community health
conditions to work closely with the school nurse and identify as well as develop solutions when
health-related barriers are causing significant absences.

How health providers can make a difference? 
1. Convey the importance of going to school every day

• Put up posters or offer flyers encouraging good attendance in waiting room and patient rooms.

for 
Why Attendance Matters 
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• Talk to parents and students about the value of good attendance during annual health checkpoints
inclusive of well-child screenings (WV HealthCheck), dental examination and immunization records.
Use these parent handouts.

• Work with the school nurse RN to review and discuss excessive absenteeism related to chronic
medical conditions or mental health care needs.

2. Help students avoid unnecessary absences

• Make available medical appointments for school aged children before or after school. If this is not
possible, schedule toward the beginning or end of the day and encourage parents to send their child
to school for the remainder.

• Provide firm guidance on when a child should stay home sick and how to avoid absences due to minor
illness or anxiety.

• Use inappropriate requests for medical notes to justify absenteeism as an opportunity to educate
families about the importance of regular attendance.

3. Help identify and address health-related causes of student absenteeism

• Call for school districts to share data on chronic absence with the health community.

• Lend your expertise to a coalition taking a community-wide approach to reducing chronic absence.
See if your community is involved with the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading.

• Partner with a nearby school or school district officials to support families.

• Help schools with high levels of chronic absence use health data to determine whether attendance is
affected by chronic diseases or lack of access to physical, mental or dental health care.

• Ensure school nurses have asthma action plans, diabetes plans, seizure action plans and
intervention guides for other chronic conditions in place so that teachers and families feel
secure with students attending school.

• Advocate for a full-time school nurse RN in every school to manage daily health care needs, health
promotion education, emergency and acute mental and medical health care needs.  Other
collaborative community supports include providing school-based and school-linked medical, dental
and mental health supports to prevent children from missing too much school, especially in places
with high levels of chronic absence. These entities work collaboratively with the school nurses as
they can diagnosis and treat acute conditions and manage chronic conditions through parent
consent for billable medical services.  The daily case management services of a school nurse are
free and provided under FAPE whereas the school-linked medical services are intermittent billable
services by a mid-level practitioner (physician assistant or nurse practitioner) or physician whose
services should be used prudently as health consumers. Help justify these investments by
explaining the benefit of avoiding costly emergency room care.

• Work with your school nurse RN and community partners to ensure children have health care
coverage and access to a medical and dental home, which is particularly important for chronic
health management and less costly sick care.

adapted from: www.attendanceworks.org 
For more information, go to Attendance Works at www.attendanceworks.org.
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When students miss too many days of school, they fall behind and struggle to keep up with their classmates.  Whether the 
days missed are due to illness, truancy or for any other reason, the end result for the student is the same — learning time 
is lost.  Children and adolescents will get sick at times and may need to stay at home, but we want to work with you to 
help minimize the number of days your student misses school. 

Missed Days Add Up Quickly! 
• Just a few missed days a month adds up to several school weeks missed in a year.

• Both excused and unexcused absences can make it more difficult for your child to keep up with other students, 
especially in math and reading.

• Kindergarten and first grade are critical for your child. Missing school during these early years makes it more difficult 
for children to learn in later years and they often have trouble reading by the end of third grade.

Work with Your Child and Your School
• As the parent, be strong with your child and don’t let your child stay home when it is not necessary. This will help 

your child succeed.

• If your child has a chronic disease, make sure that the school staff is aware of the disease so the staff can assist 
your child if he or she becomes ill. Information about your child’s chronic disease should be noted on the school 
emergency or health information card.  

• For students with asthma: if your child has asthma, the school needs an Asthma Action Plan completed by his or 
her doctor that includes permission to carry an inhaler at school.  Make sure that all supplies (inhaler, spacer, etc.) 
needed to manage your child’s asthma are at the school.

• For students with diabetes: if your child has diabetes, the school needs a Diabetes Management Plan completed by 
his or her doctor.  Make sure that all supplies (insulin, blood sugar meter, test strips) needed to manage your child’s 
diabetes are at the school.

• Keep an open line of communication with school staff and teachers.  The more the school knows about 
your child’s health, the better prepared everyone will be to work together for your child.

Helpful Ideas:
• Make appointments with the doctor or dentist in the late afternoon so your child misses as little school as possible.

• If your child must miss school, make sure you get his or her home work assignments and follow up to see if the work 
is completed and turned in.

• Call the school as soon as you know your child will be absent and tell school staff why your child will be out and for 
how long.

• Be prepared to get a doctor’s note when requested by school personnel.

• If you need medical advice after business hours, most doctors’ offices have answering services 24 hours a day to assist you.

• If your child has an emergency, call 911.

• For additional information contact:

D
is

tr
ic

t A
ttorney's O

ffice

A
lameda County

Produced by:
ALAMEDA COUNTY

PUBLIC HEALTH 
DEPARTMENT

The Office of the 
District Attorney, 
Alameda County
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The suggestions below are for children 5 to 18 years of age. 
Recommendations may be different for infants and younger children.

Symptoms and Illnesses Should My Child Go To School?

Parent is Sick, Stressed, Hospitalized YES - If you are sick, your child still needs to attend school. Your illness 
does not excuse your child from attending.  We all are sick at times so 
plan ahead for these days.  Get a neighbor, relative or spouse to take 
your child to school and pick him or her up.

Chronic Diseases (Asthma, Diabetes, Sickle Cell, Epilepsy etc.)  
Chronic disease is a long-lasting condition that can be controlled but not 
cured.

YES – Your child should attend school.  School personnel are trained to 
assist your child with his or her chronic disease and associated needs.

Child Doesn’t Want to go to School

Frequent crying, fear, anger, not wanting to socialize, behavior change, 
stomach ache, nausea

(These can be signs of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, or fear)

YES– You should keep your child in school, but try to determine what 
is causing the changes. Talk to school personnel and consult a health 
care provider. Your child may be experiencing bullying or trauma, 
may be behind in his or her school work or not getting along with 
others. These and other issues may require your or school personnel’s 
attention.

Cold Symptoms

Stuffy nose/runny nose, sneezing, mild cough

YES - If your child is able to participate in school activities send him or 
her to school.

Conjunctivitis (Pink Eye)

The white of the eye is pink and there is a thick yellow/green discharge.

YES – Your child can attend school, but call a health care provider to 
prescribe medication/treatment.

Head Lice 

Intense itching of the head; may feel like something is moving

YES – Your child can be in school if he or she has had an initial 
treatment of shampooing of hair with a product for lice.

Strains, Sprains and Pains YES – If there is no known injury and your child is able to function 
(walk, talk, eat) he or she should be in school.  If pain is severe or 
doesn’t stop, consult a health care provider.

Menstrual Issues YES – Most of the time menstrual (periods) issues should not be 
a problem.  If they are severe and interfering with your daughter 
attending school, consult with a health care provider.

Fever

Fever usually means illness, especially if your child has a fever of 101 
or higher as well as other symptoms like behavior change, rash, sore 
throat, vomiting etc.

NO – If your child has a fever of 101 or higher, keep them at home 
until his or her fever is below 101 for 24 hours without the use of fever 
reducing medication.  If the fever does not go away after 2-3 days or is 
102.0 or higher, you should consult a health care provider.

Diarrhea 

Frequent, loose or watery stool may mean illness but can also be caused 
by food and medication

NO – If, in addition to diarrhea, your child acts ill, has a fever or is 
vomiting, keep him or her at home. If stool is bloody, if the child has 
abdominal pain, fever or vomiting, you should consult a health care 
provider.

Vomiting

Child has vomited 2 or more times in a 24 hour period

NO – Keep your child at home until the vomiting has stopped for 24 
hours.  If vomiting continues, contact a health care provider.

Coughing 

Severe, uncontrolled, rapid coughing, wheezing, or difficulty breathing

NO – Keep your child home and contact a health care provider.  
Asthma - if symptoms are due to asthma, provide treatment according 
to your child’s Asthma Action Plan and when symptoms are controlled 
send your child to school. 

Rash With Fever NO – If a rash spreads quickly, is not healing, or has open weeping 
wounds, you should keep your child at home and have him or her seen 
by a health care provider.

Strep Throat

Sore throat, fever, stomach ache, and red, swollen tonsils

NO – Keep your child at home for the first 24 hours after an antibiotic 
is begun.

Vaccine Preventable Diseases

Chicken Pox - fever, headache, stomach ache or sore throat, then a red 
itchy skin rash develops on the stomach first and then limbs and face.

Measles & Rubella (German Measles) – swollen glands, rash that 
starts behind ears then the face and the rest of the body, sore joints, 
mild fever and cough, red eyes

Mumps – fever, headache, muscle aches, loss of appetite, swollen 
tender salivary glands

Pertussis (Whooping Cough) – many rapid coughs followed by a 
high-pitched “whoop”, vomiting, very tired

NO – Keep your child at home until a health care provider has 
determined that your child is not contagious.

This information is based upon recommended guidelines from reliable sources to include the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), American Academy of Pediatrics, Public Health 
Association and has been reviewed by Alameda County Public Health Department.

http://atschool.alcoda.org
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VII. How Can We Measure 

the Impact of our Attendance 

Awareness Month Activities?

1. Crunch The Numbers 

If your district doesn’t already know, determine the current baseline of chronic absence as well as 
average daily attendance so you can identify whether your activities have an impact on improving student 
attendance over the school year.  If you haven’t crunched your chronic absence data, you can start by 
looking at how much average daily attendance improves—though it is important to recognize that average 
daily attendance might mask high levels of chronic absence.   

2. Develop your own metrics for monitoring implementation 

How many parents did you reach? How many students participated in contests? How many teachers 
report that students are more motivated to attend school regularly? There are many quantitative and 
qualitative measures to evaluate your success and get feedback on how your efforts could be improved. 

3. Let us know what you’re doing

 
We’re asking all schools and districts that have calculated chronic absence or are planning an event to 
pin on our maps:

 • District Action Map shows who is calculating chronic absence
 • Attendance Action Map shows who is participating in Attendance Awareness Month
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AVOIDING THE

ATTENDANCE SLUMP
Include school nurse to ensure safety and care of students with chronic medical conditions.

A troubling pattern begins in May and worsens in June.

Across city elementary
and middle schools, there’s a
5.8 percentage point difference
between April and June attendance rates.*

In struggling schools,
the attendance drop is

nearly twice that.

EXPERIMENTAL LEARNING 
Try out new instructional techniques;
do field-based work in nearby parks; 

offer hands-on learning.

INCENTIVIZED SCHEDULING 
Plan key events like proms and 
graduation for the final days 

of school.

    FIELD TRIP 
Ensure policies are 

inclusive so that all 
students can attend.

      SPIRIT WEEK 
Build positive school 
culture to keep kids 

engaged.

SHOWS/SHOWCASES 
Participation in end-of-year

shows/showcases keeps 
attendance high.

AFTER SCHOOL 
Continue programs 

until the very end of the 
school year.

MENTORING PROGRAMS 
Assign 5th grade buddies to kindergarten 

students to prepare them for 1st grade.

Adapted from: 

WWW.EXPANDEDSCHOOLS.ORG  



25

APPENDIX
Early Summer

1. Strategies for using sports stars
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LEVERAGING SPORTS 
TEAMS TO IMPROVE 
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE 
Sports stars — whether professional athletes or college standouts – can be great role models for promoting 
better attendance. Athletes can deliver a powerful message about attendance and persistence. If your 
community doesn’t have a professional sports team, think about minor league teams or even high school 
athletes. They can deliver the message: 
• Success takes hard work. Players show up for practice every day to be the

best they can be. Students need to show up for school every day.

• It’s tempting to take a day off here or there, but the best players know
that persistence is key to  performance.

Strategies for using sports stars: 

1. Broad messaging
» Public Service Announcements: Work with local TV or radio

stations to tape a PSA with a star athlete emphasizing the
importance of going to school every day.

» Wake up‐calls: Tape a wake‐up call with a sports star and share it
on student cell phones.

» Billboards: Create a billboard featuring a sports star and
conveying your district’s attendance message.

2. School visits
» Invite players to a back‐to‐school assembly promoting good

attendance.
» Arrange for a player to be “Principal for the Day” at a school with

improved attendance. Consider a contest among schools with the
winning school receiving the visit from a sports  star. 

» Ask teams to provide jerseys or tickets as incentives for good
attendance.

3. Game time
» Broadcast your school district’s attendance message on the

Jumbo‐tron
» Ask the team to provide game tickets as raffle prizes for students

with improved attendance
» Ask the team to invite students with the most improved

attendance to a half‐time passing or shooting contest.
» Ask the team to announce the names of students with perfect

attendance for the month at a  game.

Magic Johnson taped this 
PSA for a New York City 
attendance initiative. 

NFL running back 
Marshawn Lynch taped a video 
with Oakland, Calif. students. 

The Baltimore Ravens visited the 
local elementary school with the 
biggest drop in chronic absence. 

Get Schooled runs attendance contests for middle and high schools every fall and 
spring. Tie a sports team into your contest. 
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APPENDIX
August

1. Tips for Reaching the Media

2. Establish Incentives

3. Perfectly Punctual Scorecard

4. Talking Points for Principals and Teachers

5. Parent Activity
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Tips for reaching the 
media

MEDIA OUTREACH 

One of  the quickest ways to spread the word about your attendance campaign is through newspaper and broadcast reports. Here are some 
strategies for reaching the media: 

A pitch note offers an idea for a feature story with a human interest angle. 

A press release covers basic facts, is brief  and accurate, reads like a news story, is free of  jargon and clichés, and contains provocative, 
colorful quotes. Lead off  with the information that you would like to see as the focus of  any media coverage. 

A media advisory is similar but is used to alert reporters to an event you would like them to cover. Reporters may use content verbatim 
from press releases and advisories. 

A letter to the editor responds to news articles or events.  

An op-ed is an opinion piece to express a position on a topic.  

An editorial board meeting is used to tell the paper about a problem/seek an editorial.

WRiting A pitcH nOte 

Have a specific reporter or editor in mind, and send the note to that person. if  possible, look at past stories on related topics and refer to 
one of  them. (“Loved your piece on school readiness....”)
in the first paragraph succinctly explain why the story would be of  interest and provide the essential information.
note if  you are offering this reporter the first chance at this story. 
provide all contact information.
Follow up via email or phone call.

issuing A neWs ReLeAse OR mediA AdvisORy 

create a media list. Look online and/or call your local newspaper, radio and tv stations and ask who covers education, 
who covers community news and events, and who is the education editor. get names, e-mails and phone numbers.
e-mail these key contacts your press release or media advisory. Be sure to provide enough notice for editors and producers to plan.
news is active and staffs are small – be sure to follow up. call mid-morning, and be prepared to offer to call back if  the reporter is busy 
working on a deadline.
consider the calendar. newsrooms are often lightly staffed and looking for stories right after holiday weekends and in early August. so 
time your releases accordingly.
prepare in advance and practice your pitch message. get to the point quickly with a straightforward message. Keep it to no more than 
three points. use clear, concise language.
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mAnAging mediA At An event 

Be sensitive to deadlines, return calls promptly.
Have material on hand to help tell the story – press kits with copies of  the release, brochures, key statistics, etc.
Be prepared in advance with the right students, staff  and parents who can be interviewed. Review talking points in advance. (get 
releases signed in advance by parents.)
Anticipate difficult questions that might be asked and practice concise answers.
Be candid and honest. don’t say, “no comment.” don’t argue with reporters. 
Assume everything you say is on the record.

WRiting A LetteR tO tHe editOR 

search your local paper for guidelines on submitting letters to the editor.
Look for opportunities to respond to stories on education, youth, and attendance in your community.
Respond quickly, if  possible the same day the article appears.
Reference the title, date and author of  the original piece in the opening sentence of  your letter.
stay brief  (typically 150 words) and put the most important information up front. suggest what the writer should have said.
include your full contact information.
Avoid bashing the reporter or editorial writer (even if  he/she deserves it).

WRiting An Op-ed 

search your local paper for guidelines on submitting op-eds.
Lead with your main point, be creative but succinct. 
include recommendations for solving the problem. 
include a real story about a school that’s beating the odds. 
include data that helps tell the story.
Have a strong close and a specific, clear ask or call to action. 
include contact information at the end, including phone number or email address.

ARRAnging An editORiAL BOARd meeting 

call your newspaper and ask for the individual in charge of  scheduling editorial board meetings. (in a big city, you 
may be put in touch with the education editor or writer.)
Bring a small number of  people (2-3) to the meeting.
prepare a few key talking points and know the latest news around your issue, particularly if  the paper has covered it. think about 
what you’d like an editorial to say, and then plan your conversation around those points. don’t be surprised to be pulled off  course, 
though.
Have a specific ask and make sure that is very clear.
At the end of  the meeting ask whether the board intends to write on the issue. if  not, ask why, and offer assistance if  they choose to 
write in the future.

For information on releasing your data, see our managing the media handout.
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School attendance is a simple, easily understood measure of  student performance. One strategy for improving attendance is 
engaging students, parents, educators and community members in a campaign that offers positive rewards for getting to school 
on-time.    

Establishing School-wide 
Attendance Incentives 

Attendance incentives are most effective when part of  a comprehensive approach that includes outreach to families with 
more significant challenges to attendance.  Incentives should be part of  creating a school-wide culture of  attendance and 
accompanied by a deep commitment to ensuring students are engaged in the classroom once they show up. 

Incentives don’t need to be costly. Simple rewards—recognition from peers and the school through certificates or assemblies, 
extra recess time, homework passes or even dancing in the hallways—go a long way toward motivating students.  Ask students 
what they consider a meaningful incentive. 

Interclass competition is a powerful motivator. The sense of  competition between classes (with rewards like a party for the class 
with the best monthly attendance) can be a powerful motivator.  Such strategies encourage students to feel accountable to each 
other for attending class. 

Avoid recognizing only perfect attendance.  Perfect attendance is not always the goal since it is not wise to encourage children 
to come to school when they’re sick.  Students should be rewarded for improved attendance, not just perfect records.  Offering 
weekly perfect attendance awards can allow students to still have a chance to succeed the next week if  they are absent. 

Reward timeliness not just showing up to school.  Since tardiness also has an adverse impact on learning, many schools only 
count on-time attendance toward rewards. 

Send home information highlighting both the value of  attendance and incentives and the consequences of  poor attendance.  
Ensure families know about the incentive program and the importance of  attendance for academic success, as well as school 
policies in which poor attendance can result in failing a course or being retained. Sanctions should never be used without 
incentives. 

Offer incentives for families, not just students.  Often, families appreciate access to resources such as food baskets, 
transportation passes, etc. 

Implement incentives school wide.  To fostering a culture of  attendance, every classroom needs to participate!!

What to Remember:
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School attendance is a simple, easily understood measure of  student performance. One strategy for improving attendance is 
engaging students, parents, educators and community members in a campaign that offers positive rewards for getting to school 
on-time.    

Establishing School-wide 
Attendance Incentives 

Attendance incentives are most effective when part of  a comprehensive approach that includes outreach to families with 
more significant challenges to attendance.  Incentives should be part of  creating a school-wide culture of  attendance and 
accompanied by a deep commitment to ensuring students are engaged in the classroom once they show up. 

Incentives don’t need to be costly. Simple rewards—recognition from peers and the school through certificates or assemblies, 
extra recess time, homework passes or even dancing in the hallways—go a long way toward motivating students.  Ask students 
what they consider a meaningful incentive. 

Interclass competition is a powerful motivator. The sense of  competition between classes (with rewards like a party for the class 
with the best monthly attendance) can be a powerful motivator.  Such strategies encourage students to feel accountable to each 
other for attending class. 

Avoid recognizing only perfect attendance.  Perfect attendance is not always the goal since it is not wise to encourage children 
to come to school when they’re sick.  Students should be rewarded for improved attendance, not just perfect records.  Offering 
weekly perfect attendance awards can allow students to still have a chance to succeed the next week if  they are absent. 

Reward timeliness not just showing up to school.  Since tardiness also has an adverse impact on learning, many schools only 
count on-time attendance toward rewards. 

Send home information highlighting both the value of  attendance and incentives and the consequences of  poor attendance.  
Ensure families know about the incentive program and the importance of  attendance for academic success, as well as school 
policies in which poor attendance can result in failing a course or being retained. Sanctions should never be used without 
incentives. 

Offer incentives for families, not just students.  Often, families appreciate access to resources such as food baskets, 
transportation passes, etc. 

Implement incentives school wide.  To fostering a culture of  attendance, every classroom needs to participate!!

What to Remember:

Positive comments to children

Positive notes home to parents

Extra time at the computer or PE

Free homework pass

First-in-line privileges for lunch or dismissal

Pencils, pens, stickers, posters, book covers, book 
marks, etc.

Team certificates for the best record or most 
improved record

Name on the “Attendance Wall” in the classroom

Chance to act as teacher’s assistant 
 
 

Recognition during morning announcements

Certificate/award at student assembly

Breakfast/lunch with the principal, superintendent, 
school board president, mayor, etc.

School supplies, i.e. pencil with logo

Food coupons redeemable in school cafeteria

Smoothie/pizza party for class with best attendance

“School money” for the school store

Choice of  donated product (movie, tickets, gift 
certificate)

Traveling trophy for grade-level homeroom with best 
monthly attendance

Attendance T-shirts/hats/buttons

Age-appropriate rewards for most improved 
attendance

Parking space near building for student with most 
improved attendance

Teachers can offer:

Ideas for Incentives

Administration, PTAs and Boosters can provide:

Good attendance helps kids succeed in school and bolster 
their self-esteem. Improving attendance requires a 
comprehensive approach that goes beyond sanctions and 
includes incentives.  
 
Here are some steps schools are taking: 

When students at Michigan elementary school achieve perfect 
attendance for a month, they become a STAR (Studious, Thoughtful 
Accountable and Respectful) student. They earn a gold T-shirt 
saying “I am a STAR student.” Their picture is displayed on the 
television in the school lobby.  

A California elementary school improved its on-time attendance with 
an interclass competition that promised a pizza party to the first 
class with enough days of  perfect attendance to spell out the words 
“Perfect Punctuality.”

Another California elementary school awards the class with the best 
attendance an extra 15 minute recess on Fridays supervised by the 
principals.  The students enjoy the attention from their principal and 
the teacher gets an extra-long lunch break. 

An Oklahoma elementary school issues “school dollars” to students 
with good and improved attendance. Students can use the dollars at 
the school store to buy Christmas presents for family.

A Georgia middle school recognizes good attendance on a weekly, 
monthly and semester basis. Students who attend for a full week 
receive popcorn passes. The homeroom class in each grade level 
with the best attendance each month receives milk and doughnuts. 
Students with fewer than two absences can enter end-of-semester 
drawings for prizes. 
 
A Georgia high school comes down hard on students who skip 
school: Seven unexcused absences a semester can mean course 
failure. But the high school also offers incentives: Those with fewer 
than two excused absences can receive 10 extra points on final 
exams.
 

 

Attendance Works is a national and 
state initiative working to improve 
the policy and practice around 
attendance. For more information go 
to www.attendancework.org.
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Sending the Right Message about 
Attendance to Parents and Students

Overview

This September we are encouraging organizations and communities across the United States to celebrate Attendance Awareness 
Month. Our goal is to start the school year off  engaging everyone in raising awareness about the importance of  attending school and 
conveying the right message to the parents and students. Attendance messaging builds a habit and a culture of  attendance by helping 
everyone understand why going to school regularly matters and what they can do to ensure students are in school. 

No attendance initiative is complete without attention to parents, who are crucial in turning around chronic absence. In some cases, 
especially in the early grades, parents may not understand the importance of  good school attendance or realize how quickly absences 
can add up. In the high school years, they may not know that their children are skipping school. 

A good campaign will engage parents, not blame them.
 

What to Say to Parents  

Stress that good attendance will help your children do well in high school, college and at work. 

Your children can suffer academically if  they miss 10 percent of  the school year or about 18 days. That can be just one day every 
two weeks, and that can happen before you know it. 

Some absences are unavoidable. We understand that children will get sick and need to stay home occasionally. The important thing is 
to get your children to school as often as possible. 

Sporadic absences, not just those on consecutive days of  school, matter. Before you know it – just one or two days a month can 
add up to nearly 10 percent of  the school year. 

If too many absences occur, it is still a problem whether they are excused or unexcused because they represent too much 
lost learning time in the classroom.  

Attendance matters as early as kindergarten. Studies show many children who miss too many days in kindergarten and first grade 
can struggle academically in later years. They often have trouble mastering reading by the end of  third grade. 

Preschool is a great time to start building a habit of  good attendance. Young children with poor attendance in preschool also lose 
out on valuable learning time and if  chronic absence continues into kindergarten, it can pull down academic achievement. 

By middle and high school, chronic absence is a leading warning sign that a student will drop out. 

Too many absent students can affect the whole classroom, creating churn and slowing down instruction. 

Families should avoid extended vacations that require your children to miss school. Try to line up vacations with the school’s 
schedule. The same goes for doctor’s appointments. 

For younger children, you can set a regular bedtime and morning routine. Make sure they get 9 to 11 hours of  sleep. You can 
lay out clothes and pack backpacks the night before.  
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Parent exercises:  
Illustrating the Gap in 
3rd Grade Reading

Time: 5-8 minutes

Purpose:  
 
The purpose of  this activity is to illustrate how the gap in 3rd grade reading grows as children have or do not have: 1) access to high quality 
preschool programs, 2) regular preschool and school attendance and 3) summer learning opportunities.

Instructions:

1. Ask for three volunteers from the audience 

2. Instruct the three volunteers to stand next to each other.  Ask for their names.Upload your video to YouTube

 » Ask Volunteer A to take 8 steps back. Announce Volunteer A represents the child who starts school a year behind because 
of  an incoming gap school readiness. Share that Volunteer A is a year behind because s/he didn’t have a chance to 
participate in a high quality preschool experience.  This child’s parents also didn’t have resources to offer a literacy rich 
early learning environment at home.

 » Ask Volunteer B to take 4 steps back.  They attended preschool – but they only went half  of  the time.  In fact, this child was 
kicked out of  preschool after having poor attendance. So they didn’t get the full benefit of  the experience.

 » Volunteer C gets to stay right at the line.  Having attended a high quality preschool program, he/she is entering 
kindergarten ready to learn. 

3. Ask all three volunteers to walk forward 8 steps to represent a year of  learning in Kindergarten. 

 » After they finish taking the steps, ask Volunteer A and B to both walk back 2 steps because they were chronically absent for 
the year (Each step represents approximately a month of  lost learning.  Explain that the 2 steps reflect both the amount of  
time the student actually missed – and an additional month because of  the disruption that caused in their learning.   Explain 
that neither learned the habit of  attending regularly since Volunteer A never went to preschool and Volunteer B didn’t 
develop the habit of  attendance in preschool. 

 » Ask Volunteer A to take another 2 steps back because they didn’t have any supports to support literacy over the summer 
so they are experiencing a summer reading loss of  2 months.)

 » Volunteer C stays in place because s/he had satisfactory attendance and had enriching experiences over the summer so s/
he experienced no summer learning loss.

4. Ask all three volunteers to walk forward another 8 steps to represent what they would have learned in 1st grade.

 » Ask Volunteer A and B to walk back 2 steps for chronic absence 

 » Ask Volunteer A to take 2 steps back for summer reading loss.

 » Again, Volunteer C maintains her position due to satisfactory attendance and summer supports.

5. Final Comments to the Audience: 
 
The picture of  the widening gap is quite clear. What helps children read is that they are surrounded by a literacy rich early learning 
environment. This illustrates how what happens in preschool, in school and the summer does or does not contribute to a child 
having sufficient time to get to reading at grade level by the end of  third grade. 
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APPENDIX
September

1. Preschool Handout

2. Elementary Handout

3. Breaking Barriers

4. Tips for Taking Advantage of Parent-Teacher Conferences

5. Family Help Bank
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www.attendanceworks.org
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©2011 Reach Out and Read, Inc. All rights reserved. ATT1PG_09/11

For more on school readiness, visit attendanceworks.org and reachoutandread.org

DID YOU KNOW?

Attending school regularly helps children feel better about school—and themselves. Start building this habit 
in preschool so they learn right away that going to school on time, every day is important. Good attendance 
will help children do well in high school, college, and at work.

Help Your Child Succeed in School:
Build the Habit of Good Attendance Early
School success goes hand in hand with good attendance!

WHAT YOU CAN DO

 

 

When Do Absences 
Become a Problem?

CHRONIC ABSENCE 

WARNING SIGNS 

GOOD ATTENDANCE 

 

©Jason Miczek Photography
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Highlighting(Attendance:(Tips(for(Taking(Advantage(of(
Parent8Teacher(Conferences(
Parent'Teacher+Conferences+offer+an+excellent+opportunity+to+talk+with+parents+about+the+importance+
of+their+own+child’s+attendance.++Use+this+time+to+recognize+improved,+good+or+excellent+attendance+as+
well+as+communicate+concern+about+poor+attendance.+Many+parents+are+unaware+of+the+impact+that+
chronic+absence+can+have—particularly+in+the+early+grades.+And+even+when+parents+do+understand+the+
importance+of+regular+attendance,+they+can+easily+lose+track+of+the+number+of+days+their+child+has+
missed.+Updating+parents+on+absences+can+be+effective+in+helping+them+track+their+child’s+attendance+
and+shift+behavior+before+the+absences+pile+up,+as+well+as+laying+the+foundation+for+working+with+them+
to+develop+attendance+improvement+plans+and+goals.+
+
Beyond+the+attendance'specific+tips+below,+see+Making'the'Most'of'Your'Parent2Teacher'Conference:'A'
Step2By2Step'Guide'for'Teachers((also+included+in+your+toolkit)+for+more+detailed+guidance+on+how+to+
build+trust+and+use+a+strengths'based+approach+in+your+conference.+
+
Consider(these(ideas(for(your(conferences(with(parents:(

• Provide(an(update(to(parents(on(their(child’s(attendance(to(date.+Review+the+absences+so+far,+in+
both+number+and+percentage+terms.+Discuss+with+them+how+their+child’s+rate+compares+to+chronic+
absence,+or+missing+10%+or+more+of+school+days,+and+the+negative+impacts+associated+with+that+
level+of+absenteeism.++Or+take+a+moment+to+congratulate+them+on+good+or+improved+attendance.+(

• If+a+child+is+struggling+with+attendance,+be(ready(to(talk(with(parents(about(the(challenges(that(are(
causing(absences(and(find(out(about(what(makes(them(want(to(come(to(school.+Work+with+them+
to+develop+an+attendance+improvement+plan+and+set+personalized+goals.+Included+in+your+toolkit+is+
a+sample+worksheet+that+you+can+walk+through+with+parents+to+define+goals+and+lay+out+possible+
strategies.+(

• Give(parents(tools(to(help(them(track(absences(at(home.(Included+in+your+toolkit+is+a+calendar+to+
hang+on+the+refrigerator+where+parents+can+record+each+absence.+This+can+be+an+effective+visual+
reminder+of+the+number+of+days+missed+and+the+fact+that+absences+add+up.+(

• Remind(parents(about(the(Make'Every'Day'Count'program+and+if+they+are+not+currently+
participating,+encourage+them+to+sign+the+consent+form.+Ask+if+they’ve+received+the+postcards+from+
the+Kindergarten+2+College+program+notifying+them+of+how+much+money+they’ve+earned.+While+
there+is+no+need+to+incorporate+any+rituals+or+activities+specific+to+this+program+into+your+classroom,+
meeting+individually+with+parents+can+be+a+great+time+to+celebrate+the+money+earned.(

• If(the(student(participates(in(the(after8school(program,(invite(after8school(program(staff(to(
participate(in(the(conference+so+that+they+can+talk+with+parents+about+the+additional+support+the+
child+is+missing+when+she+is+not+able+to+attend+the+after'school+program,+as+well+as+share+the+
academic+and+social+benefits+that+attending+afterschool+regularly+can+have.+Find+out+if+participating+
in+certain+fun+afterschool+activities+might+help+engage+their+child+in+school.++
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To learn more, please visit www.attendanceworks.org 
Adapted with permission from the DeVos Family Foundation, and from materials 
created by Early Works at Earl Boyles Elementary School in Portland, Oregon. 

MY FAMILY’S HELP BANK 
 

 
1. My Family:  

 
 

2. Everyday Helpers:  
 
 

3. Occasional Helpers:  
 
 

4. Potential Helpers: 

 
If I need help getting my child to and from school, I will ask the following people to be our back-up:  

!
Name:! ! ! ! ! ! ! Best Contact Number:      
 
Name:! ! ! ! ! ! ! Best Contact Number:                         
 
Name:! ! ! ! ! ! ! Best Contact Number:                              

MY FAMILY 

EVERYDAY 
HELPERS 

OCCASIONAL 
HELPERS 

POTENTIAL 
HELPERS 

1. My Family:  List who lives in your house. 

2. Everyday Helpers:  Identify who you can 
call on to help drop your child off or who 
can pick him or her up when you cannot. 
These are people like friends, neighbors and 
relatives who can help regularly. 

3. Occasional Helpers:  Identify people who 
probably cannot help everyday, but can help 
in a pinch. Maybe it’s a godparent, a relative 
or a friend who lives outside your 
neighborhood but can be there for short 
stints.  

4. Potential Helpers:  Identify people who 
are part of your school community, church 
or neighborhood who are able to help—if 
you ask.!
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APPENDIX
Winter

1. How Sick is Too Sick

2. Health Flyer

3. Promote Winter Attendance Flyer

4. Thanksgiving Letter

5. Winter Break Letter

6. Public Service Announcements
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When students miss too many days of school, they fall behind and struggle to keep up with their classmates. Whether the 
days missed are due to illness, truancy or for any other reason, the end result for the student is the same — learning time 
is lost. Children and adolescents will get sick at times and may need to stay at home, but we want to work with you to 
help minimize the number of days your student misses school. 

Missed Days Add Up Quickly! 
• Just a few missed days a month adds up to several school weeks missed in a year.
• Both excused and unexcused absences can make it more difficult for your child to keep up with other students,

especially in math and reading.
• Kindergarten and first grade are critical for your child. Missing school during these early years makes it more difficult

for children to learn in later years and they often have trouble reading by the end of third grade.

Work with Your Child and Your School 
• As the parent, be strong with your child and don’t let your child stay home when it is not necessary. This will help

your child succeed.
• If your child has a chronic disease, make sure that the school staff and school nurse are aware of the disease

so the staff can assist your child if he or she becomes ill. Information about your child’s chronic disease should
be noted on the school emergency or health information card and all medical orders should be completed and
taken to the school nurse along with any needed medication or medical supplies.  Inquire about and complete
the county chronic medical condition form.

• For students with asthma: if your child has asthma, the school nurse needs an Asthma Action Plan completed by
his or her doctor that includes permission to carry an inhaler at school. Make sure that all supplies (inhaler,
spacer, etc.) needed to manage your child’s asthma are at the school.

• For students with diabetes: if your child has diabetes, the school nurse needs a Diabetes Management Plan completed
by his or her doctor. Make sure that all supplies (insulin, blood sugar meter, test strips) needed to manage your
child’s diabetes are at the school.

• Keep an open line of communication with school staff and teachers. The more the school knows about
your child’s health, the better prepared everyone will be to work together for your child.

Helpful Ideas: 
• Make appointments with the doctor or dentist in the late afternoon so your child misses as little school as possible.
• If your child must miss school, make sure you get his or her homework assignments and follow up to see if the work

is completed and turned in.
• Call the school as soon as you know your child will be absent and tell school staff why your child will be out and for

how long.
• Be prepared to get a doctor’s note when requested by school personnel.
• If you need medical advice after business hours, most doctors’ offices have answering services 24 hours a day to assist you.

• If your child has an emergency, call 911.
• For additional information contact:

Affix Contact Information Sticker 

The Office of the 
District Attorney, 
Alameda County 

Adapted from: 

ALAMEDA COUNTY 

PUBLIC HEALTH 
DEPARTMENT  

e 
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WHAT CAN PARENTS DO? 

Every winter, bad weather — snow, slush, freezing temperatures or 
even heavy rains in warmer climates — can present challenges to 
getting children to school. So do the colds, fevers and earaches that 
often come with the winter months. 

1. Develop back up plans for getting your
children to school in bad weather.

a. Check to see if your child can get a ride with other families
who have a reliable car that can manage the snow.

b. Form a “walking school bus” with other families to get
students to school safely.

c. Join other families in a snow shovel brigade to clear the
sidewalks closest to the school.

d. Ask if school administrators have developed plans for
transporting students.

2. Keep your children healthy.
a. Dress them warmly for the cold weather.

b. Stress the importance of eating a good breakfast every
morning.

c. Stress hand washing and cough etiquette, particularly
in the winter months. Send your child to school with a
small bottle of hand sanitizer. Research shows that
something as simple as hand washing can improve
attendance.

d. Talk to your doctor or school nurse about when a sick child
should come to school. Most health providers allow a child
to attend with a cold, but not with a fever.

Promoting Good Attendance
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Date 
 
Dear Families, 
 
We are thankful! 
  
As we prepare to take a short break from 
school for Thanksgiving, we want to 
express our gratitude for everyone who 
makes it possible for as many students as 
possible to come to school every day, on 
time, ready to learn. We thank: 
  

• Our students and families for making daily attendance a priority since they know 
the habit of attendance will help them do well in the classroom and eventually in 
a job. 

• Our wonderful teachers who pour their energy into making each classroom an 
exciting place for exploration and knowledge so children do not want to miss out 
on learning 

• Our support staff and community volunteers who provide the extra hands and 
attention our children need 

  
We appreciate each one of you so much. We look forward to seeing you after the 
Thanksgiving holiday. We also hope you will keep in mind that school is closed on (fill in 
day of week, date, time) and reopens (fill in week, date, time). 
 
We especially appreciate everyone’s efforts to avoid taking extra days off during the 
Thanksgiving holiday. Just a few missed days here and there, even if they’re excused 
absences, can add up to too much lost learning time and leave your child behind in school. 
This is as true in kindergarten as it is in high school. 

 



46

 
 
Date 
 
Dear Parents,  
 
Are you planning a family trip for the holidays? As 
you think about your arrangements, we want to 
stress the importance of sending your child to school 
every day possible. Every year, absences spike in the 
weeks before and after the winter holiday as 
families squeeze in a few more vacation days. It’s 
time to break that cycle. We know that just a few 
missed days here and there, even if they’re excused absences, can add up to too much lost 
learning time and put your child behind in school. This is as true in kindergarten as it is in 
high school. Put simply, too many absences at any age can affect a student’s chances for 
academic success and eventually for graduation. 
  
We recognize that holidays are an important time for reconnecting with families far away. 
The costs of plane tickets often influence when you want to travel. But keep in mind the 
costs to your children’s education if they miss too much school— and the message you will 
be sending about the importance of attendance. Even if you’ve got a homework packet 
from the teacher, it doesn’t make up for the interaction and learning that happens in the 
classroom. Our teachers will be teaching, and our students will be learning, right up until 
vacation starts and the first day back. [Our schools will be hosting a special event on WHAT 
DAY/offering incentives and contests to encourage students to come to school every day.] 
You can help us convey that message. This holiday season, give your children the gift of an 
education and the habit of attendance.  
 
Sincerely, 
XXX 
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PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENTS OR ROBO CALLS:  
 
You can use local radio stations or the robo-call system in district schools to broadcast your message. 
Feel free to use these template scripts or tailor them to your community.  
 

PSA 30 seconds:
This holiday season, the best gift you can give your child is a good education. And the best place to 
get an education is in school. It’s tempting to extend your vacation by a few days, but remember, those 
days count as absences. Just a few missed days here and there, even if they’re excused absences, can 
add up to too much lost learning time. So make sure your child is in school every day, right up until 
vacation starts. Our teachers will be teaching, and our students will be learning.  
 

PSA 15 seconds:
Every year, school absences spike in the weeks before and after winter break, as families squeeze a 
few more days of vacation out of the holiday season. Let’s break that cycle. Make sure your child is in 
school every day. Because the best gift you can give your child is a good education.  
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