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Background 
A student is considered chronically absent when they miss 10% or more of a school year. Since 
the COVID-19 pandemic, chronic absenteeism rates in Washington have increased across all 
grades, student groups, and regions. While rates have declined recently, they have not 
returned to pre-pandemic levels. This is important because chronic absenteeism is associated 
with lower academic, behavioral, and mental health outcomes for students. 

Findings 

Based on interviews for our first report, we learned that schools use a variety of strategies to reduce 
absenteeism. Most frequently, schools use data to inform their efforts, form attendance teams, 
adjust how they communicate attendance information to students and families, strengthen 
relationships with students, and use incentives to encourage better attendance.  

In our second report, we examined the effectiveness of these and similar activities. We found 
that parent communication strategies, home visits, and early warning systems can increase 
attendance and reduce chronic absenteeism, on average.  

Further, we found that schools with a higher proportion of students who are low-income, have 
a disability, and/or are homeless, and schools with a higher discipline rate tend to have 
higher chronic absenteeism rates. Increased social media use is associated with higher chronic 
absenteeism rates in middle and high schools, and increased bullying is associated with higher 
rates in middle schools. These results should not be interpreted as causal. 

Results can help decision makers understand the policies 
currently implemented in Washington, anticipate which risk 
factors may be associated with high chronic absenteeism in 
schools, and determine which interventions to implement. 

Limitations 

Intervention effectiveness results indicate average effects and 
may not translate to different settings or student populations. 

The Washington State Institute for Public Policy’s (WSIPP) mission is to carry out practical 
nonpartisan research, at legislative direction, on issues of importance to Washington. 

WSIPP 

WSIPP completed two reports on chronic absenteeism in Washington’s public K-12 schools. For the 
first report, we interviewed staff in Educational Service Districts (ESDs) to learn what schools are 
doing to reduce absenteeism. For the second report, we examined school-level factors associated 
with higher absenteeism rates in schools and conducted an evidence review to determine which 
interventions can effectively reduce absenteeism. 
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WSIPP used legislative funds for K-12 
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