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Eliminating K–12 Chronic Absenteeism: 
Using an MTSS Approach  
 
 
Understanding Attendance Metrics 

• Expand beyond truancy (unexcused absence) and Average Daily Attendance (whole school 
average that can mask individual concerns) 

• Red flag category: Chronic absenteeism 
o Missing 10% or more of school for any reason (combines unexcused absence, excused 

absence, suspension) 
o Pull these data every 20 or 40 days to provide early identification: 

§ 2 days in the first 20 days of school 
§ 4 days in the first 40 days of school 
§ 8 days in the first 80 days of school 

Any student who misses an average of 2 or more days a month is chronically absent. 
• Goal category: Regular attendance 

o Missing 5% or less in an academic year 
o 9 days or less in 180 days 
o No more than the equivalent of one day per month 

 

Multi-Tiered System of Support 
•  Goal: ALL students receive the supports and services they need 

to meet the goal of regular attendance (missing 5% or less of each 
year). 
 

• Tier 1: Universal prevention—catch 80%–90% of students, 
helping them reach the goal of regular attendance with effective 
district, schoolwide, and classwide approaches that teach, 
motivate, and address barriers. 

 
• Tier 2: Targeted support—catch another 10%–15% of students 

with more focused support that is targeted to address the  
hypothesized causes of absenteeism. These interventions should be relatively easy to implement 
and can be assigned quickly upon identification of the need. 

 

• Tier 3: Intensive support—catch the remaining 2%–5% of students with individualized 
intervention. ese plans are often multifaceted, complex, and more time and resource intensive.  
 

• Goal: No student falls through the cracks of the system! 
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Identify Tier 1 Proactive Schoolwide and Classwide Practices that Prevent 
Absenteeism Problems 
 

• Create a culture of attendance: 
o Create a title or slogan. 
o Use a kickoff campaign approach. 
o Communicate with families. Example: initial letter home 

 
 F O U N D A T I O N S  S A M P L E

Dear families,

We are looking forward to a great year, with students in classes and ready to learn every day.

We have learned that students who miss even a few days of school each month are at far 
greater risk of academic failure and dropout than students who attend regularly. We have 
set a goal that every student in our school attends regularly (has nine or fewer absences in a 
year).

Because attendance is so important, please send your child to school every day unless he or 
she has a contagious illness or is running a fever. 

We have included a chart with this letter that will help you keep track of your student’s 
absences. If your child is at risk of missing too much school, please feel free to contact Joan 
Ndogo at 555-1234 for assistance. We will also monitor each student’s attendance across 
the year so we can work with families when the number of absences puts a student at risk. 
We will be happy to work with you to help your student attend regularly and have greater 
opportunities for success.

Sincerely,

Aaron Chan, Principal

Loganville Middle School
Home of the Trojans

F O U N D AT I O N S  S A M P L E
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• Use strategies to address common causes of absenteeism. 

Example: Increased communication to families and lessons to students about “how sick is 
too sick for school” 

 

R EPRODUC I B L E

ª������1BDJGJD�/PSUIXFTU�1VCMJTIJOH��t��Absenteeism & Truancy: Interventions and Universal Procedures

In general, children are too sick to come to school when:

t� !ey are contagious.
t� !eir symptoms are serious enough to prevent them from focusing on the tasks they need to do there.

Use this checklist to determine whether to keep your child home from school.
 

YES NO
1. Does your child have a fever of 100° or higher?                         
2. Has your child vomited two or more times in a 24-hour period?                         
3. Does your child have diarrhea?                         
4. Are your child’s eyes crusty, bright red, and/or discharging yellow or green  

fluid (conjunctivitis/pink eye)?
                        

5. If your child complains of a sore throat, is it accompanied by fever,  
headache, stomachache, or swollen glands?

                        

6. If your child complains of a stomachache, is it accompanied by fever,  
vomiting, diarrhea, lethargy, sharp pain, and/or hard belly?

                        

7. Does your child have a persistent, phlegmy cough?                         
8. Does your child have lice (white, translucent eggs the size of a pinpoint  

on the hair or insects on the scalp)?
                        

 
If you answered yes to any of these questions, please keep your child home from school and consider seeking 
medical attention. Your child could have a serious or contagious illness. Keep your child home until he or she 
has been symptom free for at least 24 hours or until the doctor indicates that he or she can return to school.

If children have a cold, headache, or stomachache that is not accompanied by fever, vomiting, or diarrhea, they 
can probably come to school.

If children have a rash, it could be contagious. Please seek medical advice before allowing your child to come 
to school.

Earaches are not contagious. Children can come to school as long as they can concentrate on their work. 

Once your child has been treated for lice, he or she can return to school.

Group Contingency

9-2How Sick Is Too Sick for School?
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• Publicize: Emphasize the importance of attendance to staff, students, families, and community. 

o Newsletter 
o Back to school/parent night 
o Website 
o Robocalls 
o Social media 
o Staff/student slogans, videos, etc. 
o Posters and visuals in the community 

 
• Incorporate attendance lessons: schoolwide lessons, lessons using school attendance data, 

analogies (Why do famous football players show up for practice?) 
 

• Use classwide and schoolwide motivational systems 
o Move away from year-long perfect attendance awards. 
o Design systems to pay attention to students/families who are meeting attendance goals or 

making growth and effort towards goals 
§ Positive postcards/notes/calls home 
§ Invite families who have made significant improvements to come to the school 

for a small acknowledgment or reward. 
§ Raffle—Distribute raffle tickets to students who are at school on randomly 

selected days and draw for prizes. 
o Use strategies to motivate and encourage staff attendance. Example: School that provided 

a different staff reward to any staff member who missed one day or less during the month. 

 
 
Intervention Strategies 
Implement a range of interventions and strategies to address the most common functions or causes of 
absenteeism. Consider five broad categories: 
 

• Lack of understanding about the importance of attendance or the student’s attendance rate 
related to the goal of 5% or less. 

• Barriers: Something is preventing the student from attending regularly. 
• Escape/avoidance: Student or family is escaping something they find aversive in the school 

environment. 
• To obtain something/access something desirable outside of school: Student is gaining access to 

something needed or desirable, such as sleep, attention, preferred activity, etc. 
• Lack of value placed on school: Student or family does not see the value of attendance or success 

in school, or they have no vision of school success as possible. (CAUTION—Do not jump to 
assumptions that place the student in this category, and if this is part of the cause, interventions 
require heavy investment in relationship and trust building.) 
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© 2026 Safe & Civil Schools. Please do not distribute beyond use with a single school staff. 

 
Example of Tier 2 intervention: Keithley Middle School Attendance Advisory 
 
Students with attendance problems the previous term were placed in attendance advisory for the next 
term. 
 

• Met daily Monday–ursday 
• Run by counselors who helped problem-solve common issues or worked individually with 

students for more private concerns 
• Students self-monitored their attendance daily and had conversations with counselors related to 

their attendance goal and current rate 
• ey created a buddy system so when a student was absent, the buddy would call and encourage 

them to come to school, get missing work for them, etc. 

 
 
Example of an intervention: Checklist of nighttime and morning routine 
 
If a student has to get ready on their own because parents are working, sleeping, or are otherwise unable 
to help the student get ready for school, teach them the skills to attend! 
 

• Ensure the student has what is needed to get to school (alarm clock, transportation, etc.). 
• Teach the student to use a checklist at nighttime and in the morning to get ready for school on 

their own. Use a picture schedule if the student is younger or struggles to read. 
• For younger students, consider whether the student needs a buddy to escort them to the bus or 

walk to school. 
• Reinforce attendance. 
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