


Reduce Chronic Absenteeism with Social and Emotional Learning 

Schools are so focused on meeting the challenge to help all students achieve. But one 
of the first steps to improving academic performance is ensuring that students attend 
school in the first place. Students must be present in school to learn what is being 
taught. 

Unfortunately, millions of students in the U.S. are chronically absent from school. 
Called a "hidden educational crisis" by experts, research shows that chronically absent 
students are at increased risk of academic failure, dropping out, and even criminal 
behavior. 

But promising evidence shows that schools can effectively 
tackle chronic absenteeism by improving school climate 

and culture and focusing on social and emotional 
learning (SELJ. 

A National Problem with Serious Consequences 

Chronic absenteeism focuses on identifying students who miss so much school that 
they become at risk for academic failure. This is different than traditional attendance 
measures, such as average daily attendance, which tracks how many students on 
average show up each day. Keeping track of chronic absences goes a step further 
and accounts for two factors: 

• The number of days (excused and unexcused) a student misses
• How many students miss 10 percent or more of the school year

This shift more accurately identifies at-risk students because it tracks those students 
who are missing two or more days per month. Chronic absenteeism better accounts 
for lost instruction time and instructional gaps that make it difficult for students to 
succeed academically. 
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Who is Affected? 

All 50 states are dealing with chronic absenteeism, and in the U.S. an estimated 5 to 
7.5 million students (30 percent) miss three or more weeks of school each year (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016). 

Low-income students, students with disabilities, and students of color have the highest 
rates of chronic absences. Conversely, language learners are slightly less likely to miss 
school than peers, and Asian students have the lowest rates of chronic absences 
Uacob & Lovett, 2017; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). 

Why Are Students Chronically Absent? 

There are many reasons why students do not attend school, and these may include 
family-, school-, community-, or student-specific factors. The most common reasons 
for chronic absences include: 

• Trauma and community violence
• Unsafe neighborhoods
• Learning disabilities
• Health factors
• Homelessness or unstable housing
• Low family income
• Responsibilities to support the family
• Family issues such as domestic violence, neglect, or abuse
• Bullying
• Disengagement from school
• Low academic performance
• Lack of caring relationships with educators
• Poor or negative school environments

Students in younger grades are more likely to miss school due to family reasons. 
Older students are more likely to be absent due to self- and school factors, such as 
disengagement, bullying, and low academic performance Uacob & Lovett, 2017). 
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The Role of SEL in Attendance 

SEL plays an integral role in mitigating a culture of chronic absenteeism and fostering 
safe, caring, and supportive environments where all students feel accepted and can 
thrive. SEL is defined as "the process through which children and adults acquire and 
effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and 
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, 
establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions" 
(www.CASEL.org). 

Extensive research has shown that SEL fosters a positive school climate and culture 
and promotes prosocial behaviors such as kindness, empathy, sharing, and compassion 
(Durlak et al., 2011; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004; National Research Council, 
2012). 

In addition to improving school climate and culture, SEL also increases student 
achievement, engages students in learning, gets them excited about school, and 
reduces depression and stress. These are all factors critical to student attendance. 
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