
Bringing Them Back
Student Attendance /  Re-Engagement 

Strategies for Fal l  2021

Kim Wallace, Ed.D.
May, 2021

www.raaweek12.com



2

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
After more than a year of  pandemic l iv ing,  learning,  and working is  beginning to 
subside,  schools and distr icts are rapidly shi f t ing gears in preparat ion for 
bringing students and staff back on campus for ful l -day instruct ion,  athlet ics ,  
and extracurr icular act iv i t ies.  Whi le there is  palpable excitement at  the prospect 
of  schools opening back up,  we are also aware that many students and famil ies 
wi l l  need some extra support gett ing back into their  dai ly  rout ines,  especial ly  
related to in-person attendance.  This research report  is  a forward look into the 
potent ia l  chal lenges that educators al l  over the country ant ic ipate wi l l  need 
addressing when school  resumes,  as wel l  as innovat ive ideas and strategies to 
help students readjust  to patterns of  good attendance and work habits .  
RaaWee K12 Solut ions  is  working alongside professionals in the educat ion field 
to develop real-t ime responses to posit ively  impact student attendance,  offer 
intervent ions,  and prevent increasing rates of  truancy and chronic absentee.  The 
report  that fol lows is  an in-depth examinat ion of  the problems,  as wel l  as the 
solut ions we can leverage to foster what ’s  worked wel l  in this  year of  growth and 
opportunity .

INTRODUCTION
You may have heard the conventional  theory that i t  takes human beings around 
three weeks (or approximately 21 days)  to form a new or break an old habit .  
More current research on the topic from University  Col lege London (2010) 
found that the average t ime i t  takes to change a behavior is  actual ly  66 days,  
with indiv idual  results ranging from 18 to a staggering 254 days (Lal ly ,  Jaarsved,  
et .  a l . ) .  Considering that most American famil ies have been part ic ipat ing in 
school  v irtual ly  or in hybrid models for the past 365 or more days,  we are 
facing a daunting re-entry process to on- locat ion,  on-t ime,  in-person,  and 
ful l -day instruct ion.
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Attendance Issues At Stake

An art ic le posted on the Nat ional  Conference of  State Legis lators website noted 
that ,

While s ignificant research has already been conducted to ident i fy  student groups 
typical ly  at  r isk of  chronic absenteeism and truancy,  many others--who had been 
attending regular ly ,  but stopped doing so at some point within this current school  
year--are joining their  ranks.  We need to pinpoint who these new absentees 
consist  of  and how we can help them, along with their  peers,  find their  way back 
to school .
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A majority  of  adults and young people al ike have left  behind their  past habits of  
r is ing to an alarm clock,  juggl ing morning rout ines,  eat ing breakfast  on the fly,  
navigat ing rush hour traffic,  and arr iv ing at  school  drop-off. . .a l l  before the 
warning bel l  r ings.  What we did almost unconsciously before COVID-19,  we now 
have to intent ional ly  reestabl ish.  As our nat ion starts to open back up and we 
col lect ively  resume some of our pre-pandemic act iv i t ies ,  however,  not everything 
wi l l  return to the “way i t  was” .  Thus,  we need to predict ,  ant ic ipate,  and plan for 
student attendance scenarios that may have existed in the past ,  but have 
evolved in unique ways.  RaaWee K12 Solut ions is  on the forefront of  that curve 
and is  prepared to help schools ,  distr icts ,  fami l ies ,  and chi ldren more smoothly 
reintegrate into their  educat ional  environments.
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Educators responding to an October Education Week survey reported 
that unexcused absences doubled after the onset of the pandemic.  
Absenteeism is associated with other negative consequences for
 students,  including worse performance in coursework and on 
standardized tests,  lower college attendance rates,  reduced l ifetime 
earnings,  and increased incarceration rates.  Absenteeism and its 
negative effects were more prevalent among low-income students and 
students of color before the pandemic;  early reports suggest that these 
vulnerable students are being hit  harder by these challenges in the 
COVID-19 era as well  (Brown, 3/15/21).



One of  the most pert inent issues is  that before the pandemic,  a l ternat ive 
educat ional  models such as v irtual  schools ,  hybrid c lassrooms,  homeschool ing,  
independent study,  and flexible schedul ing l ingered around the edges of  publ ic  
educat ion.  These opt ions were few and far between,  attended by less than 10% 
of the populat ion,  and often considered to be on the fr inge of  what was “normal” .  
In the “new normal”  of  2020,  however,  those sett ings became the rule rather 
than the exception;  and whi le we init ia l ly  considered them to be temporary,  we 
now know that they have permanently  changed our educat ional  landscape.  

Though many wi l l  return to school  in i ts  relat ively  tradit ional  format,  we now 
must contend with the fact  that instruct ion can be accessed in previously 
unconventional  ways that several  parents and students now prefer.  I t  may make 
things more compl icated from an organizat ional  standpoint ,  but these 
alternat ives should be celebrated as much-needed progress away from the 
one-size-fits-al l  educat ional  inst i tut ions of  the 20th century.  I f  one good thing is  
r is ing out of  the dust of  the pandemic,  i t ’s  that our eyes are wider open to new 
and excit ing possibi l i t ies for the future of  K-12 school ing.

In their  proact ive approach to capture new ways of  measuring and tracking 
accountabi l i ty ,  RaaWee recently  reached out to a var iety of  stakeholders and 
const i tuents to explore two key research quest ions in order to craft  tools ,  
communicat ions,  and strategies regardless of  the educat ional  format or 
c ircumstances famil ies choose to avai l  themselves of  going forward.     
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The Research Questions
In their  proact ive approach to capture new ways of  measuring 
and tracking accountabi l i ty ,  RaaWee recently  reached out to a 
var iety of  stakeholders and const i tuents to explore two key 
research quest ions in order to craft  tools ,  communicat ions,  
and strategies regardless of  the educat ional  format or 
c ircumstances famil ies choose to avai l  themselves of  going 
forward.     

Regardless of the choices that families wil l  soon be making on the 
horizon of the 2021-22 school year,  there is sti l l  one non-negotiable:  
attendance matters.  Perhaps more than ever.   



Parents & Student Voices

I f  I  see a sub in the c lassroom, I ’m just  not going to go 
in.  I  know I  won’t  learn anything,  so why bother?”  This 
response underscores Whitney & Lui ’s  (2017) finding 
that ,  “Students in secondary school  skip many c lasses 
even when they are in the school .  Approximately hal f  
of the days that they are not in a specific c lass,  they 
attend other c lasses”  (p.32) .  The fact  that students are 
wi l l ing to physical ly  show up at  school ,  but vote with 
their  feet when i t  comes to deciding what c lasses are 
worth attending,  speaks volumes and reaffirms 
research that we’ l l  later discuss on the impact of  
teacher efficacy on student attendance.  

Interviews were conducted with several  distr ict- level  administrators,  school  s i te 
staff,  parents,  and students to deepen RaaWee’s understanding of  attendance-
related issues different groups of  people may be facing now and in the near 
future,  as wel l  as to gather novel  ideas to support transit ions back to campus.
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What do you ant ic ipate (or have already experienced) the impact or 
chal lenges wi l l  be on student attendance when we return to ful l - t ime 
in-person dai ly  instruct ion (e.g. ,  chronic truancy,  tardies,  readiness to learn,  
physical/emotional  barr iers ,  breaking bad habits etc. )?

What would be helpful  intervent ions,  strategies,  or tools that would help 
make the transit ion back easier on students,  fami l ies ,  and staff 
(e .g . ,  communicat ions,  tracking,  act iv i t ies ,  incent ives,  etc . )?

Laura Guajardo  is  the parent of a high school  
junior and senior ,  who also works at  the Santa 
Clara County Office of  Educat ion and is  a former 
continuat ion high school  teacher hersel f .  Her 
daughters have been earning straight A ’s  for the 
first  t ime in their  l ives whi le in distance 
learning.  Her senior candidly stated, “I  miss 
school,  but I ’m going to be distracted when I  go 
back. I ’m there for the social  aspect.  



In a study conducted with over 28,000 households in 2018,  Rogers & Fel ler  
concluded that ,  “Parents severely underest imate their  students ’  total  absences.  
A pi lot  survey of  parents of  high-absence students in our partner school  distr ict  
shows that parents underest imate their  own students ’  absences by a factor of  2 
(9 .6 est imated absences vs.  17.8 actual  absences) .  We find that providing total  
absences information corrects parents ’  b iased bel iefs ,  and nearly  doubles the 
absence-reducing impact of  reminders about the importance of  absences”  (p.4) .  
S imply put ,  perception is  real i ty  unt i l  we chal lenge i t  with hard evidence and 
customized tools to impact indiv idual  conduct.
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A middle school student we spoke with who had endured bullying and 
negative social  interactions in the pre-pandemic world related to their 
gender identity,  bluntly stated, “I  don’t  care if  I  ever go back. I  finish al l  of  my 
work onl ine.  Then I  get to take care of  my chickens,  walk my dog,  and draw. I  see 
my fr iends on the weekend. Why go back to school?”  Whi le another 13-year-old 
we talked to said they couldn’t  wait  to get back to “meet my teachers,  jo in the 
drama club,  and play soccer at  lunch with my fr iends” .   These contrast ing v iews 
i l lustrate just  two of  the mi l l ions of  personal  preferences,  expectat ions,  and 
experiences that shape students ’  feel ings about attending school .  

Guajardo’s parental  and professional response is that we need to shift  
instructional modalit ies so that learning is more inquiry-based, engaging,  
and meaningful.  She chal lenges the publ ic ly  coined term “ learning loss”  as 
support ing a deficit  mental i ty  and thinks i t  should be rephrased more inclusively  
as “unfinished learning” .   As for ways to spark renewed interest ,  she proclaims:  
“Harness the power of  T ikTok to reach kids and invite them back to school ! ”

This is  compell ing evidence for both the developers of attendance tracking 
platforms and their end-user personnel at schools and districts.  Sharing 
real-t ime data that dr i l ls  down into student-specific patterns and clear ly  
communicat ing the information to caregivers wi l l  have a s ignificant influence on 
changing behaviors.  RaaWee understands that addressing the micro- level  of  
student-by-student needs is  just  as crucial  as displaying the macro- level  of  
systemic trends so distr icts and school  staff can plan for and respond 
programmatical ly  as wel l .



He bel ieves we should incentiv ize a growth model  with c lear l ines and 
expectat ions from the start .  Rephrasing our communicat ions to parents,  
especial ly  related to the SARB process,  as wel l  as having a dig i ta l  platform 
connected to the Student Information System (SIS)  that evaluates patterns and 
trends would be a tremendous help to him as a pr incipal .  RaaWee’s var iety of  
prevention and intervent ion tools make this work easier for leaders l ike Pr incipal  
Thornley.  At  a few cl icks of  a mouse,  the data is  revealed and can be immediately  
appl ied into pract ice.

After a year of  developing bad habits ,  k ids may 
struggle with waking up and gett ing to school .  “Even 
i f  we try to accommodate them by offering flexible 
schedules,  i t  creates addit ional  burdens on working 
parents who may not have the abi l i ty  to drop off or 
pick up students at  non-tradit ional  t imes of  day. ”  

S ince they started in distance learning,  Brown notes that her school ’s  chronic 
absentee rate has diminished,  but bel ieves i t  wi l l  l ikely  shoot back up even 
higher when in-person instruct ion resumes.  She also predicts that for some
chi ldren,  s i t t ing in c lass for five-s ix hours a day may result  in rebel l ious 
behaviors that distract  others from learning.  Her solut ions to the re-entry 
di lemmas include  bolster ing the face-to-face relat ionships that have dropped 
off over the past year and paint ing a real ist ic  version of  what k ids are coming 
back to in the fa l l .  A long with the needed safety protocols ,  she also thinks that 
providing incentives,  goals ,  extra recess t ime,  and holding c lass outdoors might 
be good strategies to support the transit ions.
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School Site Staff Perspectives
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David Thornley,  principal of a high needs 
elementary school in Fremont,  California 
anticipates a severe tardy problem when 
full -t ime school resumes.  

As a person whose sole job is to focus on attendance, elementary site 
attendance clerk in Hayward Unified School District,  Driel le Brown, worries 
that the ever-changing plans districts have been experiencing due to 
evolving state and county directives,  may confuse matters for parents and 
children.  That ,  in combinat ion with the fact  that many of  the youngest students 
wi l l  be completely  unfamil iar  with school  rout ines as wel l  as proper social  inter-
act ions,  she expects that we wi l l  need to help shore up their  resi l iency.



To Brown’s point ,  RaaWee K12 provides distr icts with the abi l i ty  to track and 
ident i fy  more than tradit ional  absenteeism, including issues such as “Present ,  
but Not Engaged” ,  which has lately  become the “new absent. ”  By focusing on 
emerging trends such as these,  RaaWee’s Truancy & Drop-out Prevention System 
(TDPS) a lso puts recommended resources and col laborat ive ideas at  the 
fingert ips of  staff.  What many schools and distr icts are spending countless hours 
doing manual ly ,  RaaWee has systematized automatical ly .  

Whi le i t  may seem l ike a g iven that c lassroom teachers make an immense and 
last ing impact on young people ’s  growth,  development,  and abi l i ty  to reach their  
goals and potent ia l ,  but not many have expl ic i t ly  l inked i t  to the s ignificant 
influence on student attendance.  L iu & Loeb (2019) confirmed: “Overal l ,  we find 
that teachers have large effects on student attendance.  A student would have 
approximately 44 percent fewer unexcused absences in math c lasses and 54 
percent fewer in Engl ish c lasses,  i f  she had a teacher who is  one standard 
deviat ion above the average in value added to attendance than i f  she had an 
average teacher,  holding other var iables constant”  (p.4) .  They also noted that ,  “A 
teacher who has high value-added to attendance can engage students in c lass 
and motivate the student to pursue higher academic goals .  Not surpris ingly ,  
benefits from these teachers are more sal ient for students with low prior 
attendance and low prior achievement”  (p.33) .  This is  part icular ly  relevant to the 
vast  research that the student groups who struggle most respond more 
posit ively  attendance-wise when possessing strong relat ionships with their  
teachers.
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Classroom teacher,  Ramon Reyes,  from Boise Idaho corroborates this theory.  
He has worked with at-r isk young people in a var iety of  sett ings and knows the 
importance of  strong relat ionships.  Using techniques such as text ing 
encouraging words to his students,  checking in v ia office hours onl ine and by 
phone,  and sharing his own personal  struggles with school  as a teen help him 
forge connect ions with students on the verge of  dropping out.  He operates from 
the perspective of,  “We know they are out there.  And that they need us.  How 
can we find them and bring them back?”  Technology has been very helpful  
during distance learning in this  vein and he underscores services l ike the ones 
the RaaWee offers would support his  outreach efforts immensely in that he could 
simply and easi ly  customize messages to indiv iduals or groups of  students with 
s imi lar attendance issues to “br ing them back” .



Thus,  we should encourage teachers to bui ld those personal  connect ions,  exhibit  
authentic  care,  and intent ional ly  leverage the magnitude of  their  favorable 
effects on student attendance outcomes.  RaaWee regards knowledge as power,  
which is  why they have developed and refined their  products to communicate 
data to teachers in digest ible ways so they can act  on the information and 
consciously work on improving student attendance outcomes.
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View from the District Office
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Few have a better finger on the pulse of student attendance patterns than 
District Office Student Support Service Directors.  Jose Almazan from United 
ISD in Laredo,  Texas,  Dr.  Tracy Piper from Hemet Unified in Cal i fornia ,  and Dr.  
Chaunice Powel l  from East Side Union High School  Distr ict  in San Jose Cal i fornia 
al l  shared their  project ions,  insights ,  and proposed intervent ions with RaaWee.

Constantly contending with the misinformation proliferating on social  
media is something that Jose Almazan didn’t  init ial ly realize would become 
a full -t ime job. Combating the st igma that i t ’s  not safe to return,  counteract ing 
the myths about the vaccine ’s  efficacy,  or working against  inert ia and 
complacency are uphi l l  batt les he ’s  ready for .  He bel ieves that the distr ict  must 
do their  best to counter-message the rumors and inst i l l  the emotional  security  
that schools are the safest  and most structured environments for students to 
be in.  Almazan stated,  “We need to real ize that we are not in the same people 
or in the same place as when we left .  We need to look forward,  and not past . ”  
Professional  development is  a lso needed for teachers and support staff to 
address the stressors and shift  the negat ives to the posit ives.  Sports ,  
counsel ing,  c lubs,  and school  act iv i t ies can al l  be leveraged to re-engage and 
re-social ize students in school  culture.

Dr. Tracy Piper echoes Jose’s concerns and adds a few of her own. She 
fears that a group of previously-engaged students have become 
permanently disengaged over the past year and wil l  eventually drop out.  
“ I f  we don’t  maintain flexible opt ions v ia hybrid or onl ine offerings,  we wi l l  lose 
them. Especial ly  k ids who don’t  fit  in for myriad reasons and have found a 
home onl ine where they can be themselves and not worry about being picked 
on or harassed for their  differences.”  She c la ims that this  is  our opportunity to 
change our perspect ives of  what a school  day is .  F lexible schedul ing is  key to 
solv ing attendance issues.  



There is  no reason to miss school  even i f  a student is  s ick i f  they can log in from 
home to part ic ipate in instruct ion.  RaaWee has been at  the forefront of  
recogniz ing and val idat ing different modes of  instruct ion and,  as a result ,  have 
bui l t  into their  platform ways to track and report  attendance in mult iple 
modal i t ies.
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Caregivers have been flooding Dr.  Chaunice Powell ’s  office with requests 
for support disclosing that their kids are refusing to go back and that they 
don’t  know how to handle it .  She says that attendance has actual ly  increased 
from 94% pre-pandemic to over 97% during distance learning:  “There are a 
whole different group of  students that this  model  is  working for and we don’t  
know i f  they wi l l  come back.  The complete shi ft  in rout ine plus the emotional  
shi f t  to having to deal  with face-to-face relat ionships can be anxiety-provok-
ing. ”  To help with the transit ions,  East  S ide has started doing s i te tours with 
incoming 9th & 10th graders to bui ld connect ions to the campus,  fami l iar ize 
them with the staff,  and foster peer connect ions.  Making personal ized phone 
cal ls  to those they perceive might be at  r isk is  another avenue to invite 
students back in.  One way she sees RaaWee as a support is  to have them blend 
the chronic absentee and truancy l ists to make one concise contact to famil ies 
in need as wel l  as cont inue to offer addit ional  T ier One supports for a l l  
students.

Superintendents l ike Dr.  Daryl  Camp of the San Lorenzo Unified School 
District in the San Francisco Bay Area are doing the yeoman’s work of 
balancing fluctuating mandates  coming down from the state and federal  
governments,  being responsive to local  pol i t ics and culture,  negotiat ing with 
employee bargaining associat ions,  and creat ing plans A,  B,  C through Z,  to 
prepare for their  students ’  return.  Dr.  Camp states that the key to success is  
remaining flexible.  The world has changed dramatical ly  and,  “Educators need to 
be sensit ive to and reflect ive on the lessons we’ve learned during the 
pandemic.  We know that students have taken on part-t ime jobs and other 
responsibi l i t ies that we should take into considerat ion when creat ing master 
schedules.  I f  we want to retain our older students,  our attendance system has 
to adjust  to their  emerging real i t ies. ”  He also proposed rethinking our concepts 
of  accelerated learning v ia competency-based achievement instead of  logging 
“seat t ime”.  We have opportunit ies here that we can leverage l ike no other t ime 
in history ,  due to a year ’s  worth of  technology-based learning and distance 
learning experiences.
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Fiscal Implications
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The nuances and structures for funding publ ic  educat ion are complex,  but can 
be primari ly  boi led down to ADA or Average Dai ly  Attendance.  Al l  over the nat ion,  
distr icts and schools receive a majority  of  their  funding based on formulas for 
posit ive student attendance.  The higher the ADA, the more money they get .  As 
we exit  a year of  pandemic-related tr iage,  i t  remains to be seen whether the 
former models of  attendance tracking and data col lect ion wi l l  persist  or 
necessari ly  evolve to meet our diversified needs.  The Federal and most state 
governments already recognize these changes and have instituted 
temporary “Loss of Learning” funding initiatives to get schools back up
and running.  What wi l l  be in place for the long term, remains to be seen.

Regardless of  whether we cal l  i t  “Loss of  Learning”  or prefer to frame i t  more 
affirmatively ,  any requis i te funding init iat ives around curr iculum adjustments,  
revis ions and technologies wi l l  be ineffectual  i f  students fa i l  to attend school  
regular ly .  Hence,  RaaWee helps schools to ensure their  Loss of  Learning 
Init iat ives become successful  by helping them to keep students engaged in their  
schoolwork.  In a recent blog post ,  Chang & Jordan underscore that point:

The st imulus bi l l  just  approved by Congress requires states to spend money on 
summer learning and extended school  day programs,  among other approaches.  But  
students won’ t  benefit  from these programs—or the tutor ing in i t iat ives launching 
around the country—if  the students  don’ t  show up in the first  p lace.  Reducing 
chronic  absenteeism, which has spiraled during the current  cr is is ,  must  be an 
essent ia l  part  of recovery efforts…Given the magnitude of  the problem, distr ic ts  and 
schools  can ’ t  solve this  on a case-by-case basis .  Instead they need to invest  in 
broad strategies  that  work at  scale  to help students  overcome barr iers  to attending 
c lass and re-engage with learning (March 18,  2021) .



The research-proven pract ice that prevention and intervent ion goals can be 
accompl ished by bui lding two-way communicat ions with students and famil ies.

By making the administrat ive aspects of  intervent ion easy to manage,  i t  leaves 
al l  stakeholders more t ime for personal  interact ion with the students that 
need i t  

Knowing that t ime is  of  the essence.  Real-t ime updates ensures that a l l  
caregivers and educators have the most current information on any and al l  
students.
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RaaWee has just  the solut ions to help distr icts help staff to help students and 
famil ies systematical ly  and compassionately ,  including:

Designat ing earl iest  ident ificat ion and intervent ions for students as the most 
important success point .

Valuing col laborat ion among stakeholders as the pathway to higher success,  
which is  the core of  the TDPS.

RaaWee’s Core Support Structure
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RaaWee K12 Solut ions celebrates the resi l ience and commitment of  educators,  
especial ly  during the last  twelve months.  Looking back,  we didn’t  know what we 
didn’t  know, but banded together to find the tools ,  resources,  and strategies to 
support staff,  chi ldren,  and famil ies a l l  over the state.  As so many distr icts are 
moving back into school  s i te operat ions and in-person learning,  we real ize that 
there are st i l l  many unknowns as to what the future holds.

But we do know that our students are truly  fortunate to have you on their  s ide,  
creat ing innovat ive environments,  growth opportunit ies ,  and providing engaging 
21st century learning act iv i t ies on a dai ly  basis .  Educators are opt imists .  We 
couldn’t  do the t ireless,  rewarding,  yetoften heart-breaking work we do 
otherwise.  The l ight at  the end of  this  tunnel  is  beckoning.  Let 's  keep heading 
toward i t  together. . .  

Conclusion
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