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Webinar producer: Hello, everyone, and thank you for attending today’s webinar. Before we 
begin, we want to cover a few housekeeping items. At the bottom of your 
audience console are multiple application widgets that you can use. You can 
expand each widget by clicking on the maximize icon on the top right corner 
of the widget or by dragging the bottom right corner of the widget panel. 
Additional materials, including a copy of today’s slide deck, are available in 
the resource list widget indicated by the green file icon at the bottom of your 
screen. If you have any questions during the webcast, you can click on the 
purple Q&A widget at the bottom and submit your question. We will have a 
Q&A session at the end of the webinar. You can submit questions 
throughout the webinar. You do not have to wait until the Q&A session. 

If you have any technical difficulties, please click on the yellow help 
widget. It has a question mark icon and covers common technical issues. 
You can also submit technical questions through the Q&A widget. Please 
note, most technical issues can be resolved by pressing F5, or Command R 
on Macs, to refresh the player console. 

Finally, an on-demand version of the webcast will be available 
approximately one day after the webcast and can be accessed using the same 
audience link that you used to access today’s event. Please complete the 
survey at the conclusion of today’s event. 

Now, I’d like to introduce Martha Bleeker. Martha, you now have the floor. 

Martha Bleeker: Hi. Thanks for joining us today. This is Martha Bleeker, and I’m a senior 
researcher at Mathematica in Princeton, New Jersey. I’m also a member of 
the U.S. Department of Education’s Regional Educational Laboratory, 
which we call REL for short. Today, I’ll be joined by my colleague Wendy 
Webster O’Dell, who’s the coordinator for parent and family engagement at 
the New Jersey Department of Education and the Division of Early 
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Childhood Education, as well as two of my REL colleagues here at 
Mathematica, Jaimie Grazi and Felicia Hurwitz. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During this webinar, we’re going to share a new toolkit we have developed 
called “Go Learn Grow,” which is aimed at improving attendance in 
prekindergarten and kindergarten. We’ll talk about the importance of 
attending school in these grades and how staff, districts, schools, and other 
early childhood education providers across New Jersey and across the 
country can work with parents and families to prevent chronic absenteeism. 

This presentation is a collaboration between the New Jersey Department of 
Education and REL Mid-Atlantic, which works in partnership with 
educators and policymakers to develop and use research to improve 
academic outcomes for students. Even though this work involved a 
collaboration with the New Jersey Department of Education, we believe that 
the issues are similar across states and that the toolkit will be relevant to 
early educators across the country. 

Now, I’ll turn it over to Jaimie, who will provide an overview of what we'll 
cover. 

Jaimie Grazi: Yes. Here’s an overview of what we’ll discuss today. First, we’ll provide an 
overview of the U.S. Department of Education’s REL Mid-Atlantic project 
and its early childhood alliance. Next, we’ll describe causes of chronic 
absenteeism and the relationship between attendance in the early grades and 
student outcomes. And Wendy will talk about what led New Jersey to act on 
this issue. We’ll also spend most of the webinar walking through the 
components of the new toolkit and how it can be used by schools and 
districts in New Jersey as well as other states who are aiming to decrease 
chronic absenteeism in the early grades. We’ll leave time to take some 
questions at the end. 

REL Mid-Atlantic is one of 10 regional educational laboratories across the 
U.S. funded by the Institute of Education Sciences, which is an independent, 
nonpartisan entity within the U.S. Department of Education. The purpose of 
REL Mid-Atlantic is to work directly with the states and districts in New 
Jersey, Delaware, the District of Columbia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania to 
help build capacity to access, conduct, interpret, and apply research. The 
nine other labs operate in different regions. 

Each REL’s work is driven by the needs of states and districts and its region. 
The labs provide support in three ways: disseminating existing research 
knowledge, training and coaching around the use of data or research, and 
conducting research studies to gather new evidence. We then share our 
findings so that other agencies across the region and the country that are 
thinking about similar topics can benefit from our work.  
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The REL Mid-Atlantic project is structured around several research topic 
alliances, including strengthening the early education continuum alliance, 
which aims to improve education in the region for students from birth to 
grade 3. The REL and its early education alliance members work together to 
improve early education and outcomes for the youngest students in the mid-
Atlantic region by strengthening the quality, alignment, and interpretability 
of data from birth through grade 3. 

One goal for this alliance is to reduce chronic absenteeism in 
prekindergarten and kindergarten. This alliance helped create the project 
materials we’ll share with you today in the hopes that these materials will be 
used in New Jersey and the mid-Atlantic region and beyond to achieve this 
goal. 

So, first of all, what is chronic absenteeism, and why does it matter? In most 
states, chronic absenteeism is defined as missing 10 percent or more of 
school days a year. In New Jersey, this means missing 18 days or more in 
each school year, or about two days per month. Research shows that chronic 
absenteeism is particularly high for prekindergarten and kindergarten 
children compared with students in other elementary and middle school 
grades in New Jersey and across the nation. A recent report revealed that 11 
percent of kindergarten students in New Jersey were chronically absent in 
the 2015–2016 school year. In order for young children to succeed in school 
and develop a strong foundation for learning, it is important that they attend 
school regularly. 

Bringing awareness to chronic absenteeism in the early grades is especially 
important [because] it is possible that parents and educators may not value 
early learning as much as they value education in the upper grades because 
these early years may not be compulsory. So missing school early on does 
matter. We’ll get into some of those reasons in a few minutes. 

So, let’s start by looking at the variety of factors that are associated with 
chronic absenteeism. They include this lack of value placed on early 
learning that I mentioned; student-specific factors, such as chronic health 
problems, illness, childhood trauma, or anxiety associated with going to 
school; family factors like work schedule or lack of resources, such as 
reliable transportation, unstable housing, lack of food, clothes, or health 
care, or other stressful family events; and school and community factors like 
a negative school climate and frequent family–teacher interactions and 
neighborhood violence. It’s important for schools to understand who are the 
students who miss school most often and the specific reasons why these 
students are absent, so they can choose the best interventions to implement 
and ultimately try to improve their attendance. 
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Regular school attendance in the early grades helps set a strong foundation 
for learning and success in school. Learning experiences in prekindergarten 
and kindergarten can help children explore, examine, and learn about the 
world around them and can give them the skills they need to succeed in the 
future. When students start attending school regularly in prekindergarten 
and kindergarten, they are more likely to attend school regularly in later 
grades. Chronic absenteeism early on, however, is associated with poorer 
school outcomes in several areas, including increased likelihood of being 
chronically absent in later grades; lower kindergarten readiness scores in 
areas like math, letter recognition, and social and emotional skills; lower 
reading fluency in second grade, which increases a child’s likelihood of 
dropping out of high school; reduced social engagement with peers; 
increased chance of being suspended in middle school; and a higher 
probability of being held back in later grades. So, this is clearly an important 
topic and something that schools and families should be focused on, and a 
great place to start is by using this toolkit. 

 

 

 

 

 

Before we talk about what is included in this toolkit, I’ll turn it over to 
Wendy from the New Jersey Department of Education to talk through why 
New Jersey decided to act on this issue. Wendy? 

Wendi Webster O’Dell: Thanks, Jaimie. In New Jersey, accountability for chronic absenteeism is 
the law. Last year, [New Jersey] Governor Phil Murphy signed legislation 
that holds every public school accountable for reporting and remediating 
chronic absenteeism rates. The numbers must be reported to the State Board 
of Education, and if the absenteeism rate is above 10 percent, the district 
must develop a corrective action plan. 

Now, like other states, we had already included the reduction of chronic 
absenteeism in our asset plan. We also issued guidance on tracking and 
addressing chronic absenteeism in K–12. However, we know that the issues 
leading to absenteeism differ by age, so guidance for older children in the 
K–12 system is not likely to be the same for our youngest learners. We 
believe it’s valuable for us to look at strategies to reduce absenteeism that 
may be particularly useful for children in pre-K and kindergarten versus 
older students. 

We want to provide districts with something of a prequel to their elementary 
attendance efforts so that they can build a plan that anchors good attendance 
from preschool into K–12. Our state is experiencing rapid growth in the 
number of districts offering prekindergarten programs, and when districts 
apply for state funding, attendance data is collected and monitored. Our 
district liaisons coach and counsel districts with high chronic absenteeism 
rates, and we continue to monitor and support those districts throughout 
their annual assessments and reports. 
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In our state and, surprisingly, across the nation, our research indicated that 
there were very few support tools for districts to build and remediate 
effective attendance programs in pre-K and kindergarten. We strongly 
believe that families are the critical yet missing partner in school student 
attendance plans. Therefore, we built on that belief, and our toolkit will 
serve as a foundation to support and inspire districts to approach student 
attendance differently. That ְ’s why our Division of Early Childhood 
Education has partnered with the REL to create a toolkit of resources that 
highlights specific issues to consider in addressing chronic absenteeism in 
pre-K and kindergarten. 

 

 

 

 

That brings us to our “Go Learn Grow” toolkit. The REL and the New 
Jersey Department of Education worked together to create the toolkit of 
resources with the aim to do several things. We want to encourage our 
schools to thoughtfully gather and include their unique data on preschool 
and kindergarten attendance. We want to help our educators understand how 
to use that data to inform and strengthen their current policies and practices. 

It’s very important for us to help parents and families understand that the 
early learning years are the time when children reach important 
developmental milestones and acquire foundational competencies such as 
language literacy, essential basic mathematical skills, listening skills, 
growing attention span, and social-emotional skills, all of which strongly 
affect their capacity for lifelong learning and success. That’s important 
because we want families to understand the many opportunities that are lost 
when their child is not in school. 

In New Jersey, pre-K and K are not compulsory grades. Therefore, our 
attendance effort is built around high quality teaching and learning. By 
doing so, we can create the urgency for families to make a deliberate effort 
to ensure that their child receives high quality instruction and learning 
experiences, which they can only get if they attend our schools. The quality 
of an education program can motivate attendance, even in those 
noncompulsory grades. We want to help educators help families understand 
that early childhood is perhaps the most influential and beneficial time in a 
child’s education. And when children are not in school, they’re not receiving 
those benefits. 

When New Jersey schools do experience high levels of chronic absenteeism 
in the early grades, we want to provide them with quality support to begin 
their remediation plans. That means that we want to provide support that 
will help schools identify their unique issues and then some strategies that 
have the best chance to make a difference for their children and families. 
We want to provide guidance so educators can select and implement 
research-based strategies that are aligned with their unique needs, and we 
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want to share what we’ve learned and the resources that we’ve created with 
others like you who may be experiencing similar challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

Our bottom line is very simple. With this toolkit, we want to assist educators 
and support families and children with difficulties attending school. Martha? 

Martha Bleeker: Great. Thanks, Wendy. So, we developed the toolkit so that it includes 
resources for everyone, including staff, districts, schools, and early 
childhood providers, as well as for families and parents. It includes a series 
of three fact sheets that are intended for school and district leaders to use 
with educators and other staff, such as school counselors and family 
engagement personnel. It also includes a user-friendly infographic or flyer, 
and this is aimed at families and can be posted on the walls of schools and 
early childhood providers. It also includes a slide deck with a corresponding 
handout for educators and school leaders to use with parents. And then, 
finally, it includes a full list of references for the research that we used and 
cited when developing the toolkit, as well as the list of other organizations 
and initiatives that are aimed at decreasing chronic absenteeism. 

The idea is that the materials in our toolkit will be accessible to use together, 
or they could be used individually as a tool to support those working to 
reduce absenteeism in the early grades. We’ll provide a link to these 
materials at the end of the presentation, but the link as well as the full toolkit 
are all available on the resource list that’s associated with this webinar. The 
materials are currently aimed at districts, educators, and parents in New 
Jersey, but they can be downloaded and used by districts and schools in 
other states. If needed, you could even rebrand the materials for use with 
parents and educators in your community. For more information, you can 
contact us using the email links at the end of this presentation. 

So now that you have an overview of the toolkit, we’ll discuss the 
components and their contents in more detail. The first set of materials 
[contains] three fact sheets that are aimed at leaders and other staff, such as 
teachers, counselors, districts, schools, and other early childhood education 
providers. The first fact sheet is called “Chronic Absenteeism in the Early 
Grades: A Snapshot of New Jersey,” and this aims to define chronic 
absenteeism and provide information about the importance of addressing the 
issue during the early years. It also describes the steps that New Jersey has 
taken and the [state’s] vision moving forward. 

Earlier, Jaimie and Wendy both discussed the importance of attendance 
during the early grades and how chronic absenteeism in prekindergarten and 
kindergarten is associated with poor school outcomes as children transition 
through school, such as lower school readiness scores, lower reading 
fluency, reduced social engagement with peers, and a higher probability of 
being held back in later grades. All of this research is described in fact sheet 
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one and is relevant to schools and districts across the country who are 
aiming to help school leaders and other educators understand the importance 
of attendance during the early years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This first fact sheet also specifically highlights New Jersey’s vision to 
reduce chronic absenteeism in the early grades, which we’ve included and 
described here in a green box. This [vision] includes expanding preschool to 
all children and providing them with schools close to home; focusing state 
and local attention on the value of attendance during these early years; 
improving student school readiness skills; and providing resources to help 
early childhood programs, schools, and districts work with families to 
ensure that children come to school ready to learn. 

The toolkit materials we’ve developed fit nicely with New Jersey’s vision 
and will help them carry out each of these bullet points. Although this box 
that we include in the fact sheet shows the importance of these issues in 
New Jersey, it could easily be tailored for use in other states who might have 
a slightly different vision. 

The second fact sheet is called “Chronic Absenteeism in the Early Grades: 
Risk Factors and What Schools Can Do.” This fact sheet highlights the 
common factors associated with missing school that Jaimie talked about 
earlier, such as the lack of value placed on early learning, student-specific 
factors like health problems, family factors like unstable work schedules and 
lack of resources, and school and community factors. 

This fact sheet also provides information about how schools and early 
childhood providers can target services to students who are most at risk for 
chronic absenteeism. It also shares information about what school leaders 
and other educators can do, including the strategies that they could use to 
identify students who are most at risk, how they can assess patterns of 
absenteeism in their schools, and also effective ways to connect with parents 
and families to improve attendance. 

In terms of connecting with families on this issue, because attendance habits 
start early, it’s important to help parents and families understand the value 
of attendance by sharing information about how absenteeism during these 
early years is associated with poor school outcomes well into the future. 
Schools can also talk with families to understand their specific attendance 
challenges and find common issues or patterns in their school. They can 
then link families with appropriate resources such as attendance trackers, 
transportation, food assistance, or health care services. 

This second fact sheet also describes the importance of having these 
conversations regularly with families. These discussions can occur during 
existing events such as school registration, open houses, or back-to-school 



 
PAGE: 8 

 

 RELmidatlantic@mathematica-mpr.com 

nights, and teachers and other school staff can also be intentional when 
talking with families during drop-off and pickup times, for example, and 
[can] ask about any challenges families may be experiencing in getting their 
children to school every day. 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s important for schools to understand why children are chronically absent. 
Teachers and other staff can choose from a variety of possible techniques to 
identify why young students in their school may be chronically absent, as 
shown in this list that we provide in fact sheet two. So, for example, teachers 
can encourage families to contact them directly or use a school’s 24-hour 
call-in line to let the school know about their child’s health or other daily 
challenges that might be affecting their attendance. 

On the previous slide, we talked about how teachers could discuss 
attendance with parents during drop-off and pickup times. That might not be 
possible in every case, but teachers could also send personalized text 
messages or emails to parents, or they could even call families to ask how 
they can help. Sometimes, it’s helpful for parents to connect with other 
parents who can relate to the challenges that they’re facing. This might be 
even more helpful for non-English-speaking families, so schools might 
designate bilingual parent representatives who are able to make these 
connections and then assess reasons for absenteeism. 

School social workers or counselors could also schedule regular check-in 
meetings or even home visits with families who are struggling the most. 
And finally, school principals can engage with other leaders in their 
community. For example, leaders of community centers or religious groups 
might be able to bring a new perspective to the conversation and help 
identify challenges that schools are not aware of, maybe related to a 
particular neighborhood or subset of the community. 

Once schools identify students who need support and gather information 
about the root causes, the next steps are to identify, implement, and evaluate 
interventions to reduce rates of chronic absenteeism, which is the focus of 
the third fact sheet. Like the others, this third fact sheet is aimed at 
educators, leaders, districts, schools, and other prekindergarten providers. It 
includes information aimed at helping them engage with teachers and 
families to select the right intervention or set of strategies to use in their 
school; communicate with families so that they buy in and help inform and 
participate in the strategies; build partnerships with others in the 
community; start to implement the strategies; and then test them to see what 
works best, which can help expand the range of proven strategies for other 
schools and districts in New Jersey and across the country. 

There is pretty limited research on effective strategies to improve 
attendance, specifically [strategies] targeted to prekindergarten and 
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kindergarten. We include a full set of study references on research in this 
area, descriptions of other attendance initiatives around the country, and our 
toolkit for your reference, and we’ll highlight some key suggestions here 
from fact sheet three. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First, a few studies show the effectiveness of different strategies for 
informing families about the importance of attendance and the early grades. 
For example, a task force in New York City posted messages on public 
buses, subways, and metro cards and used recorded wake-up calls to get the 
message out about the importance of attendance. And a recent study in 
Philadelphia showed that parents may actually underestimate their 
children’s absences and think they have missed the same or fewer days than 
classmates when that’s not correct. But sending families a postcard with a 
specific message about the number of days their child missed school was 
effective in improving attendance rates. 

Another study showed the effectiveness of sending text messages. So, in this 
study, teachers sent targeted messages to parents of kindergarten students on 
the day that they missed school, expressing concern and offering assistance. 
Based on the parents’ responses to those text messages, teachers were then 
able to link families to resources, such as transportation, temporary housing, 
or clean clothes. These text messages reduced chronic absenteeism rates by 
11 percentage points. 

Offering transportation alternatives can also help. Schools or neighborhoods 
can organize walking school buses where students walk to school in a group 
with at least one adult; or schools could help arrange regular transportation 
or partner with community organizations, such as local churches, that might 
have vans or buses and be willing to help.  

Research has also shown that coordination between families and school staff 
can help decrease illness-based absences, which are very common in the 
early years. Often, parents aren’t sure which symptoms mean that they 
should keep their child home. Schools can encourage parents to engage with 
the school nurse or their child’s doctor to determine which symptoms will 
prevent their child from participating in school activities, require more 
attention than staff can provide, or pose a risk of spreading germs to others, 
so they know when they should keep their child home. 

Schools can also use preventative measures such as helping children wash 
their hands and cover their mouths when coughing or sneezing, discouraging 
them from sharing food and drink with others, and arranging wellness visits 
with school nurses. In some cases, schools can use home visits for the 
families of students who have a chronic illness such as asthma so that school 
staff can learn what supports children might need at school. 
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Felicia, I’ll now pass it over to you so you can talk about the rest of fact 
sheet three. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Felicia Hurwitz: Thanks, Martha. So, the work is not done once the strategy is selected. This 
third fact sheet also gives tips for implementing and testing the strategies 
you have selected. It’s important to observe and test strategies to make sure . 
. . they’re being implemented as expected and to understand how well they 
are working or figure out what is not working. Testing strategies can also 
help inform changes along the way to maximize the chance to improve 
attendance for young learners. 

In fact sheet three, we recommend a step-by-step approach to track and test 
progress. First, it’s important to record baseline attendance rates before 
implementing any new strategies; next, develop standard procedures that 
can be used across classrooms and/or schools and then throughout the 
intervention period, periodically check in to ensure that strategies are being 
implemented as expected; remember to obtain feedback from school leaders 
and educators along the way to learn about challenges so you can help 
troubleshoot and offer possible solutions as needed. [Next,] provide 
feedback to educators and schools to combat any issues with 
implementation; and finally, record follow-up attendance data to compare 
pre- and post-attendance rates and to determine the effectiveness of the 
newly implemented strategy. 

If you find that attendance has not substantially improved, you will know 
about it and have valuable data to help inform changes to your strategy. It’s 
important to remember that we are still learning about the ways to combat 
chronic absenteeism in the early grades, so testing new strategies can 
provide important information for all of us about what works and also what 
doesn’t work for improving attendance for young learners. 

In addition to the three fact sheets that are meant for education leaders, we 
also created user-friendly materials targeted directly to parents and families. 
This user-friendly infographic can be used by schools and teachers as they 
work with parents to make sure the youngest learners attend school 
regularly. 

Pulling from the information we talked through earlier, this flyer shows why 
attendance during the early years is important and how families can work 
with schools to reduce chronic absenteeism. It provides schools and early 
childhood providers with a stand-alone resource that can be easily 
disseminated by posting it on bulletin boards, sending it home with children, 
or by sharing it with community agencies. This flyer is also available in 
Spanish. 
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We also prepared a slide deck with talking points and a corresponding 
handout designed for school leaders and staff to use when talking directly 
with parents and families. These materials include much of the information 
we talked through today but are tailored specifically for families with young 
children. We encourage school staff to use this slide deck and the suggested 
talking points during parent meetings and other events, personalizing it 
based on the school’s policies and procedures. The corresponding one-page 
handout [called] “Preschool and Kindergarten Attendance Can Spell 
Success,” can be shared with parents and families when delivering the 
presentation during other types of school meetings, such as parent-teacher 
conferences, or it could be emailed to parents or sent home in children’s 
backpacks. This flyer is also available in Spanish. 

 

 

 

 

 

We developed this toolkit as a companion resource to New Jersey’s existing 
K–12 guidance with the goal of highlighting the issue in the early grades. 
You can use the toolkit materials to support districts, schools, and early 
childhood providers in improving school attendance in prekindergarten and 
kindergarten in New Jersey and beyond. Now it’s your turn. Help us put 
these materials to use with school leaders, early childhood education 
professionals, and families in your community.  

Okay. So, we saved some time at the end to take question. Jaimie, do we 
have any submitted to get us started? 

Jaimie Grazi: Yes, we do. Martha, I’ll put the first question to you. An attendee asks, did 
you look at any existing resources, toolkits, or websites that focus on 
preventing chronic absenteeism when creating your material? 

Martha Bleeker: Oh yeah, good question. Thanks. Yes, we definitely did. We looked at 
several other initiatives that provide existing resources related to the 
decrease in chronic absenteeism in early grades, and we actually include 
links to many of these at the end of our toolkit. So, one example is 
Attendance Works, which is an organization that has done a lot of excellent 
work over the past 13 years or so to build public awareness about attendance 
and encourage local involvement of families and communities. They 
provide technical assistance, and they also have a ton of helpful resources on 
their website, many of which focus on attendance during the transition to 
kindergarten. So, as I said, that link is at the end of our toolkit. 

Another initiative that we used as a reference is the Read by 4th campaign, 
which is managed by the Free Library of Philadelphia. So, their Attendance 
Matters campaign includes a toolkit for school leaders and teachers, and that 
toolkit has handouts and specific advice on ways to encourage regular 
attendance and address challenges getting to school. It’s very similar to what 
we did, but it’s designed specifically for educators and families in 
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Philadelphia. There are several other initiatives as well, which again are all 
listed at the end of our toolkit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And also, I’ll say that even though there are several good existing resources 
out there, New Jersey thought it would be helpful to work with us here at the 
REL to create this toolkit to really help them highlight the issue and get it on 
their radar in New Jersey. So, when developing the toolkit, we were able to 
link materials back to the state’s existing resources and guidance and really 
try to make sure that the materials would be helpful across different regions 
of New Jersey. 

Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Martha. So, we also received a question on how we develop the 
materials. The attendee asks, were educators or district staff included when 
developing the material? Martha, do you want to take this one? 

Martha Bleeker: Sure. Yes. We wanted to make sure that the materials would be as helpful as 
possible for the intended audience. So, we worked with Wendy at the New 
Jersey Department of Education to try to obtain feedback from all ends of 
the spectrum, including principals and district staff, as well as state-level 
district support staff who work closely with districts and schools in New 
Jersey. We had hoped to get a little more direct feedback from teachers, but 
that was rough because most of the materials were developed over the 
summer and early fall when teachers are hard to reach or very busy. 

But we did have a series of meetings early on to share initial drafts of 
materials and make sure that our toolkit would be accessible and useful, and 
we really valued all of the feedback we received. The different perspectives 
we ended up getting helped ensure that we use familiar terminology to make 
materials more compelling to district and school leaders, helped us make 
sure that we could include links to resources that would be useful to the 
audience, and helped us also avoid using wording or even graphics that 
might be off-putting or not resonate with the audience. 

So, [here are] some more examples. We tried to ensure that busy school 
leaders and educators would read the materials. So, to do that, we created 
the series of one- to two-page fact sheets rather than a long, dense report. 
We also, wherever possible, tried to include text boxes or graphics with 
clear takeaway messages and step-by-step approaches that school leaders 
and others could use. And the feedback that we received also suggested that 
we use text that did not put all the responsibility or blame on parents or 
families for attendance issues, but instead really let parents know that we, in 
schools, understand the challenges they’re facing and want to work together 
on this issue. 

Wendy, do you have anything else you want to add there, because I know 
you helped us get a lot of that helpful feedback. 
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Wendy Webster O’Dell: I do. One of the points that I like to make is that those first three fact 
sheets are perfect to use in PLCs [professional learning communities]. It’s 
great to use them when you know that you’re struggling right before 
reporting the numbers to the state or at the end of the year when you start 
looking forward. And I always say when I’m describing them—I kind of say 
to people—use them to struggle-shoot, don’t wait until you have to 
troubleshoot. The information on those first three fact sheets is worth 
anybody’s view right now. 

Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Wendy. Next, we have a question about working with Head Start 
programs in particular. One attendee posted the following: “I’ve worked 
with local Head Start programs to implement a toolkit for improving 
attendance for preschoolers, and the challenge has been implementing with 
fidelity. It has been tough to get teachers on board and to see the value, even 
with relatively quick and easy strategies. It has also been challenging to get 
all the Head Start staff to work together—that is teachers, family 
engagement personnel, et cetera. I’d love to see the speakers address 
implementation challenges and strategies for addressing these challenges.” 
Martha, would you like to answer this one as well? 

Martha Bleeker: Yeah. That’s a really great question, and I think it ties in nicely with what 
we just talked about. It does seem like one of the biggest challenges in 
launching an initiative like this is getting everyone to the table both to buy 
in and then actually to implement the strategies consistently. So, we 
definitely had this in mind when we developed the materials, and we tried to 
create the fact sheets so that they would clearly show teachers and other 
school staff, like counselors and family engagement personnel, why 
attendance is so important, but also how they can actually help identify the 
reasons for absenteeism before strategies are even selected. 

So, if teachers and others are included in these first steps and actually help 
select and shape the strategies that will be used in their school based on 
what they learn directly from parents, I think that could really help them see 
the value and buy into implementing the strategies themselves. Also, as 
Felicia talked about earlier, it’s really important to observe and test the 
strategies from the beginning to make sure that they’re being implemented 
as expected, to understand how well they’re working, and also to figure out 
what’s not working. 

Starting small and working your way up might make this easier. So, maybe 
you could focus on a small set of Head Start programs in your area who are 
having similar attendance challenges and maybe are interested in 
implementing the same set of strategies. You could then connect them to 
each other and get them working as a group, as they start to implement the 
intervention. They can share lessons learned and then report back to each 
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other [about] how things are going. You can involve teachers and other 
school staff in this process. That way, they’ll know that they’re able to 
discuss the challenges they’re having and also talk about what’s working 
well with other centers and learn from each other during these early stages. 
And maybe once you get a core group of teachers and other school staff on 
board, then they can help motivate and involve others in their same 
positions. 

 

 

 

 

 

Wendy, do you have anything you want to add to that one? 

Wendy Webster O’Dell: I do. It was a great question because implementation challenges are often 
the biggest issue that we have. We can have quality products, and we can 
have some logical and somewhat simple solutions. But I think what we—
one thing that we do is we tend to skim over things rather than make a larger 
link to attendance. And what I mean by that is, earlier we talked about an 
example of working with parents to let them know when to keep their sick 
child home. So often, we just hand that out as a flyer, and we don’t really 
talk about it as something that impacts those two days of absence within 
each month. So sometimes just rethinking how we’re using those solutions 
can really make a difference. So, I think that was a great question that we all 
face. 

Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Wendy. Next, an attendee asks if we would suggest using these 
strategies as part of their action plan and if it would be okay if they use 
some of this information in our toolkit to spread some of these strategies to 
other elementary grade levels. 

And yes, I think that’s a great idea, and we highly recommend using this 
toolkit in any way you think would be useful. We pay close attention to the 
early grades for this work, but we can see a lot of this information being 
applicable. So, thanks for that question. 

It looks like the next question… 
 

 

 

Wendi Webster O’Dell: Before we go on to the next question, this is Wendy, and I’d like to say 
that this is one of my biggest goals. Our K–12 folks have to come up with 
those action plans and do a little bit of remediation, but we never really were 
able to offer you something—I used the word “prequel,” and so this is a 
toolkit that can plug right into those action plans, and that’s one of the exact 
reasons that we wanted to create this for you. 

Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Wendy. This next question is specifically on the chronic 
absenteeism measure. An attendee notes, “It sounds like measures of 
chronic absenteeism usually include excused absences as well. Is that right? 
And if so, why is that?” 
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Felicia, would you like to answer this question? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Felicia Hurwitz: Sure. So, that’s a really good question, and the answer is yes, measures of 
chronic absenteeism include all absences, including excused and unexcused 
absences, because even when absences are excused, students are still 
missing valuable instructional time. Absenteeism rates are surprisingly high 
in the early grades with an average of around 10 percent of students being 
chronically absent across the country, and much higher rates in some 
schools and grades. And as we showed today, research shows that those 
missed days can add up quickly and lead to poor student outcomes in math 
and reading and lead to bad attendance habits, regardless of the reason 
behind the absence. 

And so, sometimes parents keep children home for an excused reason, like 
an illness, when they don’t need to, and it may be because they don’t 
understand the value of school during these early years or don’t know which 
symptoms are harmful enough to keep a child home when sick. So, using the 
materials we’ve developed can help provide parents with important 
information and decrease the number of excused absences too. 

Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Felicia. Another attendee asks if the toolkit materials are accessible 
to people with disabilities. 

I can answer this one. Yes. We make sure on the REL Mid-Atlantic projects 
that all electronic files uploaded to the REL Mid-Atlantic website are what 
we call 508 compliant. That means the files, including this toolkit, meet or 
exceed the requirements of Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act, and that 
means they are accessible to persons with disabilities. Thanks for that 
question. 

It looks like we have some time for a couple more questions. Felicia, I’ll 
pose this next one to you. How can I find out the chronic absenteeism rate 
for my school? 

Felicia Hurwitz: Yeah. Thanks, Jaimie. That’s another really good question. So, if your 
school or district isn’t already tracking the information itself, you can check 
out the Hamilton Project from the Brookings Institute. They offer a website 
with an interactive map that shows rates of chronic absence along with 
school and community factors for every school across the country, and you 
can search by zip code or school name and click on schools to discover 
more information. We have a link to this helpful resource at the end of our 
toolkit in the section where we mention other initiatives focused on 
increasing attendance. 
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Jaimie Grazi: Thanks, Felicia. Another question we got was if an attendee wanted to copy 
these flyers, if it was okay to say they adapted them with permission from 
REL and the New Jersey Department of Education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I’d answer yes, that’s completely fine. And if you have any questions on 
adapting these materials for your community specifically, reach out to one 
of us. Our emails are in the contact information that will follow this Q&A. 
So, thanks for that question. 

Another question, and I think this will be our last one, is what suggestions 
do you have to encourage parents who are noncompliant in this matter 
despite the plethora of resources included in this toolkit? 

I think that’s a really good question to end off with. We spent a lot of time 
and energy on our parent and family materials. Specifically, we have the 
flyer, which is really just a way to quickly take in all of this information, 
why it’s important, and some tips on what parents and families can do to 
improve the absenteeism rates of their children. So, I’d highly recommend 
to start with these materials, have your teachers hand them out like we 
suggested, or [hand them out] in a parent or family meeting, just use them as 
a starting off point. It’s a really friendly and enthusiastic way to get this 
conversation started. So, thanks for that. 

Anything my fellow presenters want to add? 

Okay. Well, thanks so much for sharing these thoughtful questions with us, 
and that concludes the Q&A. So, thanks so much for joining us today. This 
slide provides our contact information for all the speakers today as well as 
the link to the toolkit that is currently on our REL website. Please reach out 
if you have any further questions. Please also stay logged in to this webinar 
to complete our brief survey. Thank you. 
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