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Superintendent’s “ActionKit” for Improving Attendance

As we know from research and experience, our students must be in school to be successful. Teachers, principals
and school divisions continue to work diligently to provide exceptional learning experiences every day. When

a student is absent from school, they lose the opportunity to engage in these experiences. Missed instruction,
regardless of the reason, can have significant academic consequences. Academic data from 2023 shows that
students who were chronically absent scored 18% lower in math and 25% lower in reading.

Everyone has arole in ensuring students attend school every day with schools leading this engagement effort.
The department has launched the #AttendanceMattersVA campaign to continue to emphasize this collaborative
approach. By empowering strong attendance teams to analyze student-level and school-level data and supporting
the continued implementation of strategies, schools will ensure that student attendance improves beyond pre-
pandemic levels.

This ActionKit is a roadmap designed for school divisions to intentionally review and expand their school division’s
attendance planning. Superintendents and school leaders can use this four-step roadmap to design customized
attendance strategies that meet their school and school division needs. This ActionKit is based on research and
begins with the engagement of internal and external stakeholders so that all can help to identify assets, barriers
and strategies that affect attendance. Suggestions for structures and processes are provided so that attendance
teams can review data for individual students as well as specific student groups. The last steps of the ActionKit
offers evidence-based resources to support the work of attendance teams and ways to celebrate the positive
changes. Resources to support school leaders are linked throughout. After reviewing the questions, divisions will
be able to create or update their attendance action plan to ensure strong teaming, data analysis, and intervention
implementation.

Step 1: Attendance Team Development and Expansion

To increase the focus on chronic absenteeism, school divisions should reflect on and potentially expand the
current role of division and school-based teams. This design could include creating a new team or folding this
team’s work into an existing team (Climate, Leadership, etc.). School divisions should reflect on their structures
and needs and make decisions appropriate for them.

Question 1. Who should be on the attendance team?

The first step to improving attendance is to make sure you have the right people at the table. Division-level teams
are successful when they are cross-functional and cross-departmental. See below for best practices for teaming
at both the division and school levels. Always consider including external partners in attendance teams, as they
may have resources and help to build the capacity and reach of the school and school division.

e Division-level team best practices including team functions, members, roles and responsibilities, and
common pitfalls (Attendance Works)
e School-level team best practices including team members, functions, and sample agenda (Attendance

Works)
Attendance Team Best Practices
Division Level School Level
* Review and refine attendance policies to be * Analyze individual student data and
personalized and proactive attendance trends
e Create structures that focus on improved * Organize a multi-tiered attendance strategy
attendance not just on perfect attendance for prevention and intervention focused on
localized data
* Led by cabinet-level administrator that shows e Led by aleader who has authority to implement
the importance of attendance in your school strategies determined by the team
division
* Cross-departmental that can meet the diverse * Develop and implement communications
barriers students may encounter strategies that creates a school-wide and
community culture of attendance
* Regularly scheduled meetings that meet * Regularly scheduled meetings (at least every
frequently enough to manage needs two weeks) with standard agenda
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https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Works-Guidance-for-District-Teams-1.14.2023.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Works-Guidance-for-SCHOOL-Attendance-Teams-1.14.2023.pdf

Question 2. How is your team assessing your current student needs so that the school/school division
can build on current strengths and identify opportunities to support new challenges facing families?

The key to improving attendance and reaching your goals as a division is knowing the current status of attendance
and building the appropriate capacity to address the issues that may be keeping your students from attending
school. The resources below offer a tool to assess at both the division and school level.

e Division team self-assessment (Attendance Works)
e School team self-assessment (Attendance Works)

Question 3. How can my school and division teams intentionally build or expand a year-round culture
of attendance?

Shifting the paradigm in your division from good practices on attendance to creating a culture of attendance
requires a year-round approach. Events promoting attendance can be integrated into all aspects of the school
environment and can be discussed at back-to-school nights, during parent-teacher conferences, at family night,
on social media posts, and in newsletters. A division and school team yearly planning calendar can assist in
establishing policies and creating systems ensuring attendance is an integral part of school culture and success.

e Sample division calendar and blank division calendar (Attendance Works)

e Sample school calendar and blank school calendar (Attendance Works)

¢ What should happen at our school for each level of absence? Sample form and blank form (Attendance
Works)

Step 2: Data Focused Support

The attendance team can review the data from the previous year to set a school-wide attendance goal for

the current academic year. This goal allows schools to track and celebrate improvements in attendance. The
attendance team should review data that tracks student barriers to attendance, and develop a plan to engage
the people and resources needed to remove those barriers. Qualitative and quantitative data are both options to
assist teams in understanding attendance challenges, as well as use trend data to support students who are most
vulnerable to absenteeism. This team can also create partnerships and access community resources to assist
families and students with any needed wrap-around services. Monitoring your progress regularly allows you to
adjustment to your supports as necessary.

Question 4: What data will the team need prior to each scheduled meeting?

It is beneficial for teams to have high-level attendance data at each meeting. When looking at the data, consider
the following questions:

*  Why are our students missing school?
o Dowe know the barriers?
o Arethere simple first steps we can take to help improve attendance?
o Do we see trends of lower attendance at certain schools? At certain grade levels?
o How do we quickly address trends so that we can deepen supports for our students struggling the
most?

* Thedivision-level team can review the data from each school and celebrate schools that are implementing
practices that are reducing chronic absenteeism. The division-level team should support and encourage
school-level teams to review disaggregated attendance data at each meeting. This will give the team a
deeper understanding of groups of students who are chronically absent and can lead to interventions
supporting groups of students rather than solely individual students. It is important for the team to
ask “why” the absences are occurring and to explore the root cause. Templates to support the team in
identifying the root cause are below.

e Root cause analysis template (Michigan)

e Root cause analysis template (National Implementation Research Network)

The data may also show barriers to attendance within your school and community that can be solved using an
efficient district-wide approach.

* Model District Plan-Louisa County, VA

e Resources to address transportation barriers
e Resources to address health barriers (Attendance Works)
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https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/District-SELF-ASSESSMENT-Tool-rev-4-18-22.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/School-Team-Self-Assessment-rev-2-8-21.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/District-Attendance-Team-Planning-Calendar-SAMPLE-ACTIVITIES-rev-5-19-21.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/District-Attendance-Team-Planning-Calendar-BLANK-FORM-rev-5-19-21.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Planning-Calendar-K-12-SAMPLE-ACTIVITIES-rev-3-28-23.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Attendance-Planning-Calendar-K-12-BLANK-FORM-rev-3-28-23.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/School-Summary-of-Actions-SAMPLE-FORM-rev-Sept-2022.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/School-Summary-of-Actions-BLANK-FORM-rev-July-2021.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Year/2020/04/02/5_Whys_Worksheet.pdf?rev=1b003b15440b4394acc0936df7970f4d
https://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/sites/nirn.fpg.unc.edu/files/imce/documents/RCA%20Resources_11.7.18_0.pdf
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/51484/638379068927270000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50951/638351441464200000
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/health-handouts-for-families/

If your division has a high percentage of chronically absent students, it will be beneficial to review and strengthen
division-wide practices and implement those strategies first. These strategies could include improving
communication with families, ensuring engaging academic instruction supports diverse learning needs, reviewing
transportation and socioeconomic barriers, as well as a plan for connecting all students to a caring adult.

Question 5: Have can we engage with our families to determine the reasons students miss school so
that we can address concerns and select the appropriate interventions?

Working with families is critical for improving attendance. For our students who are missing school, it is important
to ask their families “Why?” so that we can ensure that the intervention is matched to the root cause. This Caring
Conversation protocol from Attendance Works can assist school staff in structuring the conversation around
attendance. More resources are found below.

Social media graphics
Handouts for families (Attendance Works)

Letters for families (Attendance Works)
Student Success Plan and My Family’s Help Bank (Attendance Works)

Step 3: Evidence-Based Practices for Improving Attendance

Attendance teams lead schools in using a multi-tiered approach for selecting strategies to improve attendance.
Whole-division strategies (or Tier 1 strategies) to improve attendance can be implemented at each school and
focus on creating a welcoming environment and engaging with families. Some schools will need more support
with higher numbers of students needing to access interventions in Tiers 2 and 3, such as mentoring, tutoring,
student support plans, individual or small group counseling, and interagency case management. Examples of
tiered practices are listed here (Attendance Works) and in the resources below Question 7.

Question 6: Has the attendance team participated in resource mapping to better understand the
potential interventions and resources available for students and families?

Resource mapping is a strategy for identifying and analyzing the programs, people, services, and other resources
that currently exist in your school/division, which can help school leaders make informed decisions about the
interventions that can be offered to students and families. Resource mapping should be completed with multiple
community stakeholders to ensure that all community stakeholders are able to contribute to local attendance barriers.
The resource map can be consulted at each team meeting as teams decide the appropriate interventions for
students. Resources below will assist you with resource mapping.

* Resource Mapping (Harvard Graduate School of Education)
e Review Available Resources (Attendance Works)
* Asset Mapping (National Alliance on Mental lliness)

Question 7: What evidence-based strategies can the team use to improve student attendance?

While improving student attendance is a complex and locally unique task, a strong and consistent team that
analyzes the attendance data and reviews and implements localized strategies can improve attendance.
The following resources describe evidence-informed interventions for reducing chronic absenteeism. Each
intervention offered by your team should also be listed on your resource map.

e Chronic Absenteeism Task Force Meetings Discussion Guide Strategies
o Transportation
o School Division Messaging Campaign
o Targeted and Intensive Supports
o Incentives Research and Strategies
Virginia's One-Stop for Improving Attendance Canvas Course

Attendance and School Engagement
Three Tiers of Intervention (Attendance Works)

Attendance Playbook (FutureEd and Attendance Works)
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https://www.doe.virginia.gov/teaching-learning-assessment/all-in-va/attendance-matters
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/handouts-for-families-2/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/welcome-students-to-school/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/student-attendance-success-plans/
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/examples-of-tiered-practices/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b7c56e255b02c683659fe43/t/5bd7b82871c10b8c9f31c8bc/1540864041923/resource_mapping_strategy.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkits/teaching-attendance-2-0/use-data-for-intervention-and-support/strategy-3-review-available-resources/
https://www.nami.org/getattachment/Get-Involved/Crisis-Intervention-Team-(CIT)-Programs/CIT-Programs-for-Youth/Step-2-from-Responding-to-Youth-with-Mental-Health-Needs_NAMI-5.pdf
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/teaching-learning-assessment/all-in-va/attendance-matters/chronic-absenteeism-task-force
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50951/638351441464200000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50949/638351446053530000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50949/638351446053530000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50949/638351446053530000
https://vdoelearning.catalog.instructure.com/courses/attendance
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/attendance-school-engagement
https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/3-tiers-of-intervention/
https://www.future-ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Attendance-Playbook.5.23.pdf

Step 4: Reflect, Adjust, and Celebrate

Success is increased when action plans are created with clear roles, assigned responsibilities, timelines, and
regular meetings. Attendance teams should be considering the following questions throughout the year as they
review progress and adjust supports.

Are the identified students (needing assistance) accessing supports?
Are supports or interventions being done with fidelity and consistency?
Does the data indicate the supports are effective?

Do we need to expand or offer additional training?

* How can we improve our practices as we move forward?

Question 8: How will the division and schools celebrate students, families, and school staff as we
move closer to meeting our goals for improving attendance?

Students with good and improved (not just perfect!) attendance should be celebrated. Individual students as well
as classrooms can be rewarded for reaching their attendance goals, and examples of incentives for students and
parents can be found in the PowerPoint contained in the Chronic Absenteeism Task Force Discussion Guide.
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https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/50949/638351446053530000
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