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Motivation—Can chronic absence be reduced in low-
performing schools by low-cost “nudges”?
• Children who are chronically absent are at risk for a range of negative future outcomes 

(low literacy, dropping out of school, substance abuse).

• About 8 million students (15%) were chronically absent during the 2015/16 school year. 

• Improving attendance is high priority for states and districts.

• Low-cost, technology-based interventions may be useful for early prevention.

Sources: Allensworth & Easton, 2005, 2007; Applied Survey Research, 2011; Baker et al., 2001; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2013; Chang & Romero, 2008; Ehrlich et al., 2014; Ginsburg et al., 2014; Gottfried, 2015; Henderson et 
al., 2014; Henry & Thornberry, 2010; Hernandez, 2011; Jung et al., 2012; Neild & Balfanz, 2006; Ready, 2010
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Study sample
• School sample

– 90% Title I, 83% eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, 84% non-White

– Rate of chronic absence: 28% (versus 12% in similarly sized urban districts)

• Student sample 

– 44% Black, 33% Hispanic

– 14% English learner, 15% eligible for special education services

– 27% had a history of high absences

– 85% had a working phone with SMS at baseline

– Home language: 81% English, 17% Spanish
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Adaptive text messaging intervention overview
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Text Message Examples—Basic Messaging

Benefits of Attendance
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Regular attendance at school 
helps children learn good 
study habits.

We missed [CHILD] in school 
today. [CHILD] has missed a 
total of [X] days of school this 
year. Going to school every 
day will help [CHILD] learn 
important reading and math 
skills.

Consequences of Absences

Children who miss 2 or more 
days a month, starting in 
elementary school, are less 
likely to graduate from high 
school.

We missed [CHILD] in school 
today. [CHILD] has missed a 
total of [X] days of school this 
year. Missing school makes it 
harder for [CHILD] to learn 
important reading and math 
skills.
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Text Message Examples 

School Staff Outreach

Dear Parent,
This is Ms. Wilson, a school counselor. 
Brian has missed 14 days of school so far 
this year. 
Please text me back or call me at 202-999-
5000 so we can set up a time to talk. I am 
here to help. Thank you.

Goal Commitment
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Children lose opportunities to learn 
when they miss school. Will you make 
it a goal that Ann attends school every 
day this week? Reply YES to join other 
parents in setting this goal

Ann had perfect 
attendance this week! 
Keep up the great work
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Four adaptive interventions
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Implementation results
• More than 800,000 texts were sent as part of the study, via a platform linked to district 

data.

• Nearly 100% of the messages were correctly sent to the intended parents.

• Message reach:

– About 85% of students had a parent with a working mobile number at the start; 
fluctuated throughout the year.

– Messages were recorded as “delivered” to at least one parent 74% of the time.

– About 12% of students had parents who unsubscribed from messaging at some point 
during the year.
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Results on chronic absenteeism
• Among students, overall, the adaptive text 

messaging reduced chronic absence rates 
by 2.6 to 3.6 percentage points.

– For students with a prior history of high 
absences, chronic absence rates were 
reduced by 3.5 to 7.3 percentage 
points.
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Texting is a low-cost way to reduce chronic absenteeism
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Adaptive messaging strategy Total cost Cost per student

Benefits-framed basic messaging 
with school staff outreach $56,165 $8.47

Benefits-framed basic messaging 
with goal commitment $45,500 $6.90

Consequences-framed basic 
messaging with school staff 
outreach

$56,165 $8.53

Consequences-framed basic 
messaging with goal commitment $45,500 $6.93
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Summary and caveats
• Texting parents information about absences significantly reduced chronic absence. 

– More research is needed about longer term implementation and effects. 

• Once the texting system is set up, it is automated and will deliver texts correctly.

– The overall level of implementation will vary by district staff capacity to fix the 
automated messaging when it “breaks down.”

– The study team developed a toolkit for school districts.

• Texting parents has relatively low per student cost.

– Cost will depend on district existing staff capacity and resources for texting.
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Study information
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• This study was funded by the Institute of 
Education Sciences (IES) under Contract ED-IES-16-
C-0017 by the American Institutes for Research. 

• The final report is available at 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2020006/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2020006/
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Toolkit for school districts
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• Available for school districts considering using text 
messages to address attendance issues

• Toolkit will help district leaders

– consider parent communication priorities regarding 
attendance,

– learn text messaging strategies, and

– understand the required information technology 
support.

• Available at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2022001/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2022001/


Question-and-Answer 
Session
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