
Chronic  
Absenteeism 
Series 1

RESEARCH BRIEF  JANUARY 2026

Connection, Trust, and Learning 
Student Attendance in the Middle and High School 
Grades Following the COVID-19 Pandemic

Elaine M. Allensworth, Meril Antony, William Delgado, and Marisa de la Torre



TABLE OF CONTENTS

This report was produced by the UChicago Consortium’s  
publications and communications staff: Bronwyn McDaniel,  
Communications Manager, and Jessica Puller, Senior  
Communications Strategist.

Graphic Design: Jeff Hall Design 
Photography: iStock 
Editing: Bronwyn McDaniel and Jessica Puller

01.2026/PDF/jh.design@rcn.com

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
The authors would like to thank the many people who contributed to this study. The authors are very grateful to the  
staff at the Office of Student Support and Engagement, Chicago Public Schools and particularly the Attendance 
and Truancy team, for their continuous insight and support of this work throughout the development of the  
project, including Megan Hougard, Jake Brekelbaum, Zakieh Mohammed, Simone Moseley, and Amanda Smith. 
Thank you to our UChicago Consortium colleagues for providing input and feedback on the report, including  
Chen An, Jess Tansey, Bronwyn McDaniel, Jenny Nagaoka, David Stevens, and Alex Usher. We thank Consortium 
Steering Committee members Mariana Barragan Torres, Jessica Cañas, Lynn Cherkasky-Davis, and Brian Kelly for 
their thoughtful feedback. We also thank our colleague Shelby Mahaffie for conducting a thorough technical  
review of the brief, and Jessica Puller for copy editing. We are very grateful for support for this study from the 
Overdeck Family Foundation, Joyce Foundation, and Crown Family Philanthropies

We thank the Consortium Investor Council that funds critical work at the Consortium: putting the research to work, 
refreshing the data archive, seeding new studies, replicating previous studies, and making research equitable. 
Members include: Brinson Foundation, CME Group Foundation, Crown Family Philanthropies, Lewis-Sebring Family 
Foundation, Lloyd A. Fry Foundation, Joyce Foundation, Mayer & Morris Kaplan Family Foundation, McDougal 
Family Foundation, Robert R. McCormick Foundation, Polk Bros. Foundation, Spencer Foundation, Steans Family 
Foundation, Square One Foundation, The Chicago Public Education Fund, the Vivo Foundation, and two anonymous 
foundations. The Consortium also gratefully acknowledges the Lewis-Sebring Family Foundation, whose operating 
grant supports the work of the UChicago Consortium.

Cite as: Allensworth, E.M., Antony, M., Delgado, W., & de la Torre, M. (2026). Connection, trust, and learning: 
Student attendance in the middle and high school grades following the COVID-19 pandemic. Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Consortium on School Research.

mailto:jh.design%40rcn.com?subject=


UCHICAGO Consortium Research Brief  |  CONNECTION, TRUST, AND LEARNING 11

Introduction

1	 Illinois law requires a minimum of 176 days of actual pupil  
attendance. To ensure this, the school year calendar must 
include a minimum of 185 total days to account for the 176 
student attendance days, five emergency days, professional 
development, and any other days off.

2	 Malkus (2025).
3	 Barshay (2025, August 4).
4	 Schmid (2023, January 30).
5	 Allensworth & Easton 2007; Allensworth et al. (2014);  

Allensworth et al. (2025); Aucejo & Romano (2016);  
Gottfried (2014); Ready (2010); Kirksey (2019).

6	 For example, starting in 2022, Illinois allowed students to take 
up to five excused mental health days per year. During the  
pandemic, some schools changed their policies to be more 
flexible about turning in work late and eliminating grades of 
zero.

7	 Aucejo & Romano (2016); Forrest, Bevans, Riley, Crespo, & 
Louis (2011); Garcia & Weiss (2018); Attendance Works & 
Healthy Schools Campaign (2015).

8	 Attendance Works (2025).

In Chicago and districts across the world, school absenteeism increased dramatically following the COVID-19 

pandemic, posing challenges for practitioners and raising questions about implications for student outcomes. 

Nationally, rates of chronic absenteeism (defined as missing 10% or more of school days, which is about 18 

days in Chicago1 ) jumped to over 28% of students in 2022, compared to about 15% of students in years (2019) 

just prior to the pandemic.2  Not only were more students chronically absent, but more students were very 

chronically absent—missing 20% or more days of school (which is 36 days or more). And there were fewer 

students with strong attendance (missing 5% or less, which is about nine days of school a year).3 In the 

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) the percentage of students who were chronically absent nearly doubled from 

24% in 2019 to 45% in 2022.4 

Research prior to the COVID-19 pandemic consistently demonstrated strong links between school attendance 

and students’ grades and test scores.5 But with changing conditions in recent years—where absences are more 

common, many adults work from home, new policies around grades and attendance have been enacted,6   

and there is a greater use of technology in communication and education (e.g., online access to assignments 

and course materials)—we have repeatedly heard questions about whether the pre-pandemic connections 

between attendance, grades, and test scores hold for today’s students in today’s schools. 

We have also heard questions about whether there is much that schools can do to address high rates of 

absence. School absences are strongly affected by the resources families can bring to bear to get students to 

school on time and ready to learn, meeting needs for transportation, food, clothing, stable housing, physical 

and mental health, and care for other family members.7  Given all these potential drivers, there are questions 

about whether strategies that focus on schools would be likely to have much of an impact. 

There are also many questions about the potential influence of different school and neighborhood factors on 

school absences. One of those factors is school climate. The degree to which a school’s climate is welcoming, 

with positive relationships, is frequently mentioned as a contributing factor to attendance.8  But how much do 

these factors matter now that absence rates are so high and conditions in the broader society have changed?

This brief summarizes findings from the first year of a multi-year study examining the causes, consequences, 

and impacts of absenteeism in Chicago in post-pandemic years relative to pre-pandemic years among students 

in grades 6-11. We focus on the middle and high school grades because these are years when many students 

show a rise in absences, relative to their attendance in the elementary grades. 



This brief addresses four research questions about students in grades 6-11: 

RQ1: 	 How have students’ absence rates changed in post-pandemic years,  
compared to pre-pandemic years?

RQ2: 	Do absences still matter for student achievement as much as they 

did before the pandemic? 

RQ3:	 To what extent are there systematic differences in students’ absence 

rates by school? 

• How large are school differences after taking into account differences

in their students’ neighborhoods, demographic backgrounds, test

scores, and attendance in prior years?

RQ4:	 What is the influence of school climate on absenteeism, and has its 

influence changed since the pandemic? 

• Which aspects of school climate are most influential in supporting

students’ attendance?

Research Questions
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Data & Methods

This study uses administrative records from schools serving students in grades 6-11 in CPS, linking student 

attendance and achievement to school- and neighborhood-level data sources, including 5Essentials school 

climate surveys and census-based community data, such as poverty and unemployment.9  Analyses compare 

absenteeism and achievement before and after the pandemic’s onset: in pre-pandemic years (2016–17, 2017–18, 

2018–19), relative to post-pandemic years (2021–22, 2022–23, and 2023–24), using data on the population 

of students in CPS in those years who were enrolled for at least 20 days in the year. This differs slightly from 

the district criteria for calculating attendance rates which is based on students enrolled for at least 11 days. 

Charter schools are included in all analyses except those related student attendance to their grades (GPAs) 

as their transcript data are not collected centrally. 

For the third research question, we begin with descriptive displays of data and then show the results of cross-

nested hierarchical linear models (HLMs) that isolate the separate influences of schools and neighborhoods. 

We then employ rigorous controls to isolate school effects net of differences in the students they serve, 

controlling for students’ background characteristics and the average prior attendance and test scores in grades 

3-5 when studying absences in grades 6-8, or in grades 6-8 when studying grades 9-11. These models control

out any effects the school might have had on absences in years prior (e.g., grades 3-5) when looking at school 

differences in grades 6-8, which likely results in under-identifying school effects in the middle grades. However, 

it ensures that we are not attributing to schools’ differences that result because of serving different students.

For the fourth research question, we introduce measures of school climate into the cross-nested HLMs 

described above that include rigorous controls for student background and prior achievement and attendance. 

School climate measures come from school average responses on annual surveys of students and teachers in 

CPS, which have response rates ranging from 71% to 82% among students and 72% to 81% among teachers 

from 2017 to 2024 (excluding pandemic years). To provide a sense of the strength of the relationships, we 

use the coefficients from the model to estimate the difference in absence rates for students at schools that 

are at about the 25th and 75th percentiles in terms of school climate, controlling other factors in the model. 

These are initial findings from this study; further stages of the work will examine specific school and 

neighborhood factors and investigate causal relationships. Details of the current analyses can be found in 

the Supplementary Technical Appendix.

9	 Data on grade 12 were not included in the study because the 
days missed for twelfth-graders include days not in school after 
graduation, which takes place before the school year is over. 
This inflates the rates and makes them inaccurate for twelfth 
graders. 
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01Key Finding

Following the pandemic, there was a dramatic surge in chronic absenteeism at all grade levels. Students are  

considered chronically absent when they miss 10% or more of school days. Figure 1 shows the percentage 

of students who were chronically absent in grades 6-11 three years before the pandemic and three years  

after the pandemic. Before the pandemic (2017-2019), chronic absenteeism rates in the middle grades were  

at or just over 10%, and that number jumped to 33% in 2022 after schools returned to full in-person  

instruction that year.  Similar increases were present for high school grades; between 27% to 37% of students 

were chronically absent before the pandemic (2017), and that increased to 49% to 57% in 2022. The rates of 

chronic absenteeism remained high through the 2023–24 school year, showing a persistent shift in attendance 

patterns.

Research Question 1

Chronic absenteeism increased by about 20 percentage points 
in the post-pandemic years: Fewer students had low absence 
rates and more had extremely high absence rates  

FIGURE 1

The percent of students who were chronically absent increased by 20 percentage points after the pandemic

Percent of students chronically absent, by grade
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Dividing absence rates into more detailed categories reveals not only that more students were chronically absent, 

but also that a sizeable number of students were missing more than 20% of school days in a year (about 36 

days), especially in high school. Figure 2 shows this breakdown for sixth and ninth grade; other grades showed 

similar patterns. While it was rare for sixth-grade students to be absent 20% or more before the pandemic,  

8% of students were absent this much in the 2023–24 school year. In the ninth grade, over one-fifth of students 

were absent 20% or more. In addition, there were fewer students with strong attendance (missing less than  

5% of school days). Two-thirds of sixth-graders and almost one-half of ninth-graders missed less than 5% of  

school days (about 9 days) before the pandemic, but in the 2023–24 school year, only 44% of sixth-graders 

and 30% of ninth-graders missed less than 5%. While some students maintained strong attendance habits, 

a growing number were missing substantial portions of school. This is a troubling pattern, since attendance 

continues to be a strong predictor of education success, as it was before the pandemic.
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FIGURE 2

More students were very chronically absent, and fewer students missed less than 5% of school days, in SY22–24 
relative to SY17–19

Note: Absenteeism categories reflect the proportion of students in each absenteeism category. These categories are based on the annual absence rates, which are 
defined as the number of days a student missed school in an academic year, divided by the number of days enrolled. Years represent the spring of the academic year.
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10	 The sixth-grade IAR has a standard deviation of 33.87 in grade 6,  
based on Pearson (2024). 

Research Question 2

Students’ academic achievement continued to be as strongly 
related to their absences in post-pandemic years as in pre-
pandemic years 

Middle grade and high school students who had lower absences had higher test scores and GPAs in both  

pre- and post-pandemic years. In post-pandemic years, the correlations of absences with standardized test  

scores ranged from -0.29 to -0.36 across the grade levels, while the correlations of absences with GPAs 

ranged from -0.41 to -0.68. These correlations were somewhat larger than in pre-pandemic years. Figures 3  

and 4 show the general patterns using sixth and ninth grade as examples. Differences from these patterns 

at other grades are described in the text, while tables and figures showing all grades are available in the 

Technical Appendix. Absences also showed similar relationships with test-score gains in both periods, with 

details available in the Technical Appendix.

Figure 3 shows the relationship between absence rates and test scores by displaying the average test  

scores for sixth- and ninth-graders with different absence rates in the pre- and post-pandemic years. The average 

test scores were almost identical in post-pandemic years as pre-pandemic years in these grades. For example, 

the difference in average Illinois Assessment of Readiness (IAR) test scores for sixth-graders who missed  

10% of days relative to those who missed no days of school (at the far left of the regression line) was about 

16 points in both pre-pandemic years (732 to 716) and in post-pandemic years (734 to 718). A difference of 16 

points is about one-half of a standard deviation on the IAR, which is similar to the difference between scores 

at the 50th vs. the 30th percentile.10  At the high school level, like the middle grades, the relationships 

also looked the same in pre- and post-pandemic years. This can be seen in the right-hand panel of Figure 

3 for ninth grade.

In grades 7-8 (not shown here, but available in the Technical Appendix), the relationships, as demonstrated 

by the slopes of the lines, were the same, so the change in test score for each increase in absence rates was 

the same. However, students at all absence levels had slightly higher test scores in post-pandemic years than 

in pre-pandemic years in grades 7-8. This phenomenon also occurred with GPAs and is discussed further. 

02Key Finding

UCHICAGO Consortium Research Brief  |  CONNECTION, TRUST, AND LEARNING
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Figure 4 shows the relationship between absence rates and students’ GPAs in each period for sixth and 

ninth grade. The slope of the relationships between absence rates and GPAs was similar in post-pandemic 

years as in pre-pandemic years. For example, the difference in average GPAs for sixth-graders who were 

absent 10% of days, relative to those who missed no days, was about 0.4 GPA points in both pre-pandemic 

years (3.3 to 2.9) and post-pandemic years (3.6 to 3.2). However, the lines were not on top of each other 

because students with the same level of absences had higher grades in post-pandemic years than students 

with the same absences pre-pandemic. For example, sixth-graders with absence rates of 10% had average 

GPAs of 2.9 in pre-pandemic years while students with the same absence rates had average GPAs of 3.2 in 

post-pandemic years. 

The increase in GPAs in post-pandemic years, relative to students with the same absence rates in pre-pandemic 

years, is observed at all grade levels. The fact that students in post-pandemic years had higher GPAs, and in 

grades 7-8 had higher standardized test scores than students with similar attendance in pre-pandemic years 

deserves further study. There are a number of potential explanations. For example, technology may have 

influenced students’ ability to receive and turn in assignments, communicate with teachers, or to complete 

assignments and quizzes, grading practices or standards may have changed, and testing conditions may have 

changed. Looking into all these potential changes is beyond the scope of the current study, but is important to 

recognize to contextualize the findings. Achievement levels were not the same as before the pandemic, 

but higher absence rates were associated with lower levels of achievement in all years.

Note: Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and IAR are standardized tests given to students in grades 3-8 in Illinois. Beginning 
in the 2018–19 school year, Illinois used a modified version of the PARCC, called the IAR, with both tests are on the same scale. PSAT and SAT are standardized tests 
given to students in grades 9-10 (PSAT) and 11 (SAT).  Each dot represents a group of students with similar absence rates and their average test scores in English and 
math combined. The lines are modeled with linear and quadratic terms. Pre-pandemic lines represent SY17–19; post-pandemic lines represent SY22–24. The dashed line 
indicates the point at which students are chronically absent (missing 10% of school days). 

FIGURE 3

Students with higher absence rates had lower test scores in both pre- and post-pandemic years

Average test scores by students’ absence rates
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Notably, across all achievement indicators (test scores, GPAs, and test gains), the degree of absence matters, 

not just at the 10% mark which indicates a student is chronically absent. Achievement was lower with each 

greater increment of absence for both chronically and non-chronically absent students. Fewer absences were 

associated with higher achievement, regardless of whether students’ overall absence rates were low or high. 

Note: Each dot represents a group of students with similar absence rates and their average GPA, which is the average GPA of all the courses taken that year in the 
middle grades and core courses (English, math, science, and social studies) in high school. Pre-pandemic lines represent SY17–19; post-pandemic lines represent 
SY22–24. The dashed line indicates the point at which students are chronically absent (missing 10% of school days).

FIGURE 4

Students with higher absence rates had lower GPAs than students with lower absence rates in both pre- and 
post-pandemic years, but students at all absence levels had higher GPAs in post-pandemic years.

Average GPAs by students’ absence rates
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03Key Finding

Schools serving similar students from similar neighborhoods 
often had differing absence rates  

While absenteeism rose across the district, the increase in absenteeism was not the same across all schools, 

suggesting that some schools may have used strategies that were more effective for maintaining attendance 

during this time period. Schools varied considerably in how much their absence rates changed after the 

pandemic. Figure 5 shows absence rates before (x-axis) and after the pandemic (y-axis); each dot is a school. 

The rates shown do not control for differences in the students served by the school, but compare schools to 

themselves in years before and after the pandemic to descriptively show what happened to absence rates 

by school. Schools positioned above the diagonal line experienced higher absenteeism in the post-pandemic 

years, with those further above the line showing the largest increases. Those dots located on the diagonal 

line, or below it, did not show increases in absence rates. Notably, there was no uniform experience across 

schools—while most saw higher absenteeism, some showed little or no change in their absence rates. This 

was true for both middle grades and high schools. It was also true for schools that started out with low or 

high absence rates—among schools at all levels of absence pre-pandemic, some showed large increases in 

absence rates in the post-pandemic years while others showed little or no increase. 

Research Question 3

High Schools (Grades 9-11)

Note: Each dot represents one school. Points on the diagonal line are schools with no change in absence rates after the pandemic. Dots above the line are schools that 
had higher absence rates after the pandemic than before the pandemic. The further the dot is above the diagonal line, the larger the change in absence rates in that 
school after the pandemic. These figures are descriptive and do not control for di�erences in the students served by the schools. There are 464 schools serving the 
middle grades and 128 schools serving high school grades represented.

FIGURE 5

Schools varied considerably in the extent to which absenteeism increased after the pandemic

Middle Grade Schools (Grades 6-8)

Absence rate in pre-pandemic years 

A
b

se
n

ce
 r

at
e 

in
 p

o
st

-p
an

d
em

ic
 y

ea
rs

20%

30%

10%

0

40%

0 10% 20% 30% 40%

Absence rate in pre-pandemic years 

A
b

se
n

ce
 r

at
e 

in
 p

o
st

-p
an

d
em

ic
 y

ea
rs

20%

30%

10%

0

40%

0 10% 20% 30% 40%



10

Differences among schools’ absence rates also became larger in post-pandemic years. To put these 

differences in context, we compare schools at the 75th percentile to those at the 25th percentile, using the 

estimated variation from a model that takes into account the school students attended. In pre-pandemic 

years, schools at the 75th percentile had absence rates that were 1.8 percentage points higher than schools 

at the 25th percentile in pre-pandemic years in the middle grades. This nearly doubled to 3.2 points after 

the pandemic. Differences for high schools were much larger than middle schools with a 7.6 point difference 

between schools at the 25th and 75th percentiles before the pandemic, increasing to 9.2 after the pandemic.

Differences in schools’ absence rates could represent differences in neighborhood characteristics where 

students reside.11  For example, students living in neighborhoods with higher crime rates, limited transportation 

availability, and economic instability face structural barriers to regular school attendance that are independent 

of school efforts. Therefore, we conducted statistical analyses that adjusted school absence rates for differences 

attributable to the neighborhood in which students lived.12  Within the same neighborhood, students faced 

different obstacles to attending school, such as family obligations and health issues. While we cannot know 

all the potential barriers that individual students faced, it is likely that many students who faced barriers in the 

middle and high school grades also faced barriers when they were in earlier grades. Therefore, we also look at 

the degree to which students’ absences changed in the middle and high school grades, relative to students’ 

absences in earlier years, and we consider other information on student background that might be related 

to their absences. Table 1 displays the differences in school absences without considering neighborhood or 

background factors in column 1, after taking into account neighborhood factors in column 2, and after taking 

into account students’ neighborhoods, prior absence rates, and backgrounds in column 3. 

School variation did not change much when we took into account the neighborhood where students 

resided, either before or after the pandemic. This suggests the school students attended affected their 

attendance much more than the neighborhood in which they lived. The differences in absence rates for schools 

at the 25th and 75th percentiles were similar in column 2 of Table 1, which takes into account differences in 

absence rates by students’ neighborhood, relative to the rates that do not take other factors into account 

shown in column 1. In the middle grades, the differences at the 75th vs. 25th percentiles were 3.0 points in 

post-pandemic years, after taking into account students’ residential neighborhood, compared to 3.2 points, 

without consideration of their neighborhood. Among high schools, absence rates between the 25th and 

75th percentiles were different by 8.7 points, after taking into account students’ residential neighborhood, 

compared to 9.2 points, without considering their neighborhood. (See the Technical Appendix for more 

details on the analysis). 

11	 Chicago is a choice district where students may apply to schools  
and programs throughout the city through a centralized enroll- 
ment system that takes into account criteria at selective schools,  
and conducts lotteries for over-subscribed non-selective schools  
(Barrow & Sartain, 2019). In 2024, approximately 49% of CPS 

students in the middle grades and 83% of high school students 
attended a school other than their attendance-area school.

12	 Neighborhoods in this analysis were represented by census 
tracts. Chicago is divided into 866 census tracts.

UCHICAGO Consortium Research Brief  |  CONNECTION, TRUST, AND LEARNING
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After the pandemic, school differences narrowed when student characteristics and prior absences were 

taken into account, but differences among schools remained significant. Note that we likely underestimate 

the true effects schools had on attendance with these estimates, especially in the middle grades; many 

schools served grades K-8, and if school strategies in grades 3-5 were similar to those in grades 6-8, we would 

control those out by adjusting for students’ attendance in prior years.13  However, there were still significant 

differences between schools in absence rates (see the rightmost column in Table 1). At the high school 

level, schools at the 75th percentile had absence rates that were 5.9 points higher than schools at the 25th 

percentile, after controlling for their students’ absences in prior years and backgrounds. That’s about 10 days 

of school. In the middle grades, the differences between the 25th and 75th percentiles were modest, after 

taking into account students’ prior absences and backgrounds, differing by 1.8 points in post-pandemic years, 

which is 3.2 days. Yet, remember that this controls for differences in students’ average attendance in grades 

3-5, which likely leads to an underestimate of school effects for schools serving grades K-8.

Thus, differences in students’ background characteristics and prior attendance accounted for some of the 

differences across schools in their absence rates, reflecting unique challenges faced by individual students. 

At the same time, over one-half of the variation in absences by school were not associated with students’ 

prior absences or backgrounds (compare Table 1, column 1 to column 3). Schools serving similar students 

coming from similar neighborhoods had very different absence rates. 

Next, we explore some of those potential factors, specifically looking at the role of school climate.

TABLE 1

Similar students from similar neighborhoods had different absence rates at different schools 

School differences in average absence rates from HLM models: school at 75th vs 25th percentile

No Controls
Considering  
Residential 

Neighborhood  

Considering Residential 
Neighborhood and 
Controlling Student 

Backgrounds

Grades 6–8 
Pre-Pandemic 1.8 ppt 1.8 ppt 1.5ppt

Post-Pandemic 3.2 ppt 3.0 ppt 1.8ppt

Grades 9–11
Pre-Pandemic 7.6 ppt 7.3 ppt 5.2ppt

Post-Pandemic 9.2 ppt 8.7 ppt 5.9ppt

Note: Pre-pandemic years include 2017 to 2019, while post-pandemic years are 2022 to 2024. Differences shown in the first column come from school variance 
components out of unconditional hierarchical linear models (HLM) with students nested in schools, translated to percentile based on the estimated school-level 
variance. The second column is based on school variance from cross-nested HLMs with students nested simultaneously in their school and residential neighbor-
hoods depicted by their census tract, and no other covariates. The third column comes from cross-nested models that incorporate student demographic and 
socioeconomic variables, as well as students’ prior attendance and prior test scores in earlier grades. See the Technical Appendix for a more detailed descrip-
tion. Models are run separately by pandemic period, so the resulting estimates of school effects in column 3 allow for student characteristics to have different 
relationships with absences in post-pandemic years.

13	 To isolate school effects on absences, we removed differences  
in school absence rates that could be attributed to the back-
grounds of their students across a wide array of factors, including  
students’ average achievement (grades 3-5 in middle grades 
analysis and grades 6-8 in high school grades analysis), race, 
ethnicity, Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and English 
Learner (EL) status, temporary living situation, and economic 
characteristics of their census block group. Importantly, when 

analyzing middle grade absence rates, we accounted for  
students’ prior absence rates when students were in grades 
3-5, and when analyzing high school absence rates, we
accounted for students’ prior absences when they were in
grades 6-8. By doing this, we created measures that reflect
how much student absence rates change during middle school
or high school, compared to their prior attendance history. 
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Research Question 4

Many dimensions of school climate were associated with lower 
school absences, especially in post-pandemic years  

Prior research shows that school climate measures are powerful predictors of student attendance patterns, 

as students’ perceptions of their school directly influence their motivation to attend. Safety, relationships with 

peers and teachers, and parent engagement in schools are some of those dimensions of school climate that 

have shown relationships with attendance.14  We used reports of students and teachers on the 5Essentials 

school climate survey to see if school differences in climate coincided with the differences in school absence 

rates not attributable to student backgrounds, prior attendance, and residential neighborhood. Descriptions 

of each measure included in the analysis are in the Technical Appendix, Table A.5.

As shown in Figure 6, school differences in absence rates were related to student and teacher reports about 

their experiences in their school. In fact, school climate was even more strongly related to absenteeism after 

the pandemic than before.15  This is indicated by the length of each of the bars which represent a difference 

of 1.35 standard deviations, which corresponds to the difference between the 25th and 75th percentiles. The 

more the bar extends to the left, the bigger the difference in absence rates between schools at the 75th 

percentile on that aspect of school climate and schools at the 25th percentile. The scales are different for 

high schools than middle schools in terms of percentage points, but they represent the same amount of 

variability in school absence rates since high schools differ from each other much more than schools serving 

the middle grades.16    

Students’ reports of feeling safe at school showed some of the strongest relationships with absences 

(Related survey measures: safety in/around the school and safety from bullying/teasing), especially in high 

schools, providing evidence that feeling unsafe, whether bullying or other type of violence, discourages 

attending school. In high schools, adjusted absence rates were about 4 percentage points lower in schools 

with strong versus weak safety after the pandemic, compared to a difference of about 1 percentage point 

before the pandemic. In the middle grades, the differences were about half of a percentage point, which was 

statistically significant even if it seems small. 

14	 Hart Young, Chen, Zou, & Allensworth (2020); Malcolm, Wilson, 
Davidson, & Kirk (2003); Sheldon & Epstein (2004).

15	 The stronger relationships could partially be a consequence of 
larger differences in school absence rates after the pandemic. 
The standard deviations of school absence rates were 1.35 after 
the pandemic and 1.13 before the pandemic in the middle grades 
and 4.39 after the pandemic and 3.82 before the pandemic in 

high schools, after controlling for differences in student population  
in the schools.

16	 The estimated standard deviation for middle school post pandemic  
with student covariates was 1.35 and 4.39 for high schools  
(see Table A.4 in the Technical Appendix) Therefore, the scale 
represented in the graphs is roughly 1.3 standard deviations.

04Key Finding
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Attendance was higher in schools where students’ relationships with their peers and teachers were 

stronger. Likewise, in schools where more students felt disconnected from their school or not valued or 

supported by teachers and peers attendance was lower. Students’ reports of connectedness to school were 

particularly strongly related to absences in post-pandemic years for high school students, although it was not 

significantly related to absences before the pandemic. Related survey measures: student peer relationships, 

school connectedness, peer support for academic work, academic personalism, and student-teacher trust at 

the middle grade level.

There is also evidence that the degree to which students find value and meaning in their classes influences  

their attendance. Students’ reports on how academically demanding their classes were showed a relationship 

with absences; higher levels on these measures were related to lower absence rates in middle and high school 

grades. The academic engagement in their classes was related to absences in middle grade schools but not 

in high schools. Related survey measures: academic press and also academic engagement in middle school.

Teachers’ reports of their relationships with parents were also significantly related to absence rates in 

their school in both middle grades and high schools. Developing stronger connections between parents 

and schools perhaps made parents feel welcome in schools and gain access to resources, and improve 

communications, to help ensure their children attend regularly. Again, the relationships were even stronger 

in post-pandemic years than before the pandemic. Unlike other barriers, such as transportation or health 

issues, that schools cannot directly control, school environment is something that practitioners can actively 

work to improve. Related survey measures: teacher-parent trust, parent involvement in school and parent 

influence on decision making.
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FIGURE 6

Many dimensions of school culture and climate were related to absenteeism, especially after the pandemic

Di�erence in average absence rates for schools high vs. low 
on school climate measures, adjusted for students’ prior absences and backgrounds

Note: Bars indicate a 1.35 standard deviation di�erence based on variance components from HLM models, which corresponds to the di�erence between schools at the 
25th and 75th percentiles on the climate measure. Based on cross-nested hierarchical linear models with students nested simultaneously in their schools and census 
tracts that account for students’ baseline average absences and standardized test scores in grades 3-5 (when predicting absences in the middle grades) or grades 6-8 
(when predicting absences in high school), students’ demographic characteristics (race, ethnicity, gender), their specific IEP designation, whether they were an English 
Learner, whether they attended their neighborhood school,  whether they were in temporary living situations, grade level, and indicators of income and social status in 
their residential census block group (percent of families under the poverty line, male unemployment rates, median family income, and average education level of adults 
over age 25). There is no bar for teacher-parent trust in the middle grades in pre-pandemic years because the relationship with attendance is very close to zero. 

* Statistical significance of the relationship between the school measure and school absences at the 0.05 level. 
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Interpretive Summary and 
Next Steps

This study demonstrates that attendance matters as much as ever for students’ grades and test scores, and 

gains on standardized tests. The more students are present, the more they can learn; and the more they’re 

absent, the more their grades and test scores drop.  The persistence of increased rates of chronic absenteeism 

following the COVID-19 pandemic threatens to undermine the hard-fought gains in student achievement that 

occurred prior to the pandemic.

Our analysis showing that schools serving similar students from similar neighborhoods can have very different 

absence rates strongly suggests that schools can influence the degree to which students are absent from 

school, if they know what to focus on and have the resources needed. There are many different strategies 

that can support better attendance, including clear communication about the importance of attendance, a 

welcoming environment promoted by all school staff, rigorous and engaging classroom environments, and 

specialized supports for students facing particularly difficult barriers. Jordan (2023) summarizes a range of 

strategies that schools have used to reduce absenteeism. Given the connection between a school’s 5Essentials 

Survey data and attendance, schools can use their survey data to better understand areas where they could 

better support 1) students’ experiences in school, and 2) teachers’ relationships with parents, and work in 

collaboration with students and parents to improve them. 

Improving school climate takes time and sustained effort; it’s about real, felt changes in the school, not just 

higher numbers on survey reports. But this research adds to the growing body of evidence showing that 

improving school climate is one of the most effective ways to improve student achievement and students’ 

long-term outcomes.17  In other studies, researchers found that school climate itself is malleable, meaning 

it can change over time.18  And changes in students’ reports from one year to the next are associated with 

improvements in student outcomes, including attendance.19  It also suggests that schools working to improve 

absenteeism might need to pay more attention to many elements of students’ experiences than they did 

before the pandemic.

While these findings underscore the ability of schools to influence student attendance, it is also important to 

acknowledge that schools alone are neither the cause nor the solution to increases in chronic absenteeism 

rates. Students’ attendance is affected by many things outside of school, and while school practices can, and 

do, make a big difference, school staff cannot shoulder the role of supporting students and families alone. 

This study does not address the barriers that schools face implementing strong practices, the resources they 

need, or the specific practices that are most effective. 

17	 Hart et. al. (2020), Jackson, Kiguel, Porter, & Easton (2024).
18	 Young & Hart (2025).
19	 Hart et. al. (2020).
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To help schools focus their efforts on where they can have the most impact, our next phase of 
this mixed-methods study is investigating a broad range of school, neighborhood, and individual 
factors affecting absenteeism to understand where supports could have the largest impacts, 
addressing such questions as:

• How are student-specific and community-level factors related to attendance in post-pandemic

years? We will bring student and neighborhood data on factors that likely influence student

attendance, such as students’ mode of transportation to school, chronic illness, health insurance rates,

housing instability, and COVID-19 and flu case rates in students’ residential areas.

• Which resources differentiate schools with larger effects on attendance? Because we have shown

that schools can influence student attendance, we will expand the analysis to understand whether

resources measured by things such as creative schools’ certifications, school’s status on supporting

health and well-being of students (Healthy CPS badges), sustainable community school status, and

access to green spaces, differentiate schools with larger effects on attendance.

• What are the practices and policies at schools with stronger-than expected attendance? We’ll

interview staff at these schools and then speak with students and families to learn their perspectives.
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