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Improving regular student attendance is one of Hartford Public Schools (HPS) major goals in the District 
Model for Excellence Strategic Operating Plan. This work is closely aligned with the State Department of 
Education’s priority on reducing chronic absence in Connecticut schools. The urgency is real. Currently 
HPS has 25% of its students who are chronically absent. Figure 1 shows the chronic absenteeism rates by 
grade level for 2017-18.  

 

 
Figure 1: HPS chronic absenteeism rates for 2017-18 

 
Evidence has shown that students who are chronically absent have higher rates of reading difficulties, 
less engagement in school-related activities, and overall lower achievement scores (Attendance Works, 
2014). The factors that contribute to chronic absenteeism are in figure 2 below. 

 
Figure 2: Factors that contribute to chronic absenteeism 

Barriers 

• Illness, both chronic and 
acute 

• Lack of health, mental 
health, vision, or dental 
care 

• Trauma 

• Unsafe path to/from 
school 

• Poor Transportation 

• Family Responsibilities 

• Frequent moves or 
school changes 

• Involvement with child 
welfare or juvenile justice 
systems 

   Negative School 
Experiences 

• Struggling academically or 
socially 

• Bullying 

• Suspensions and 
expulsions 

• Negative attitudes of 
parents due to their  past 
and current school 
experiences  

• Undiagnosed disability 

• Lack of appropriate 
accommodations for 
disability 

 

Lack of Engagement 

• Lack of culturally 
relevant, engaging  
instruction 

• No meaningful 
relationships with adults 
in school 

• Stronger ties with peers 
out of school than in 
school 

• Unwelcoming school 
climate 

• Failure to earn credits/ 
no future plans 

• Many teacher absences 
or long-term substitutes 

Misconceptions 

• Absences are only a 
problem if they are 
unexcused 

• Missing 2 days per month 
doesn’t affect learning  

• Sporadic absences aren’t 
a problem 

• Attendance only matters 
in the older grades  
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Last year we identified a need for structures and protocols at the district office level that 

resulted in a better understanding of the complexity of the problem. This school year, we are 

narrowing in on the needs in and across schools including the need to establish foundational 

tools, structures, processes, and approaches that support improving attendance. We have 

implemented:  

 Time in the school schedule for staff collaboration. This allows school attendance teams 
to meet regularly an examine absenteeism data. 

 Helpful tools (data dashboards) for attendance teams to access real and live student 
data that facilitate immediate outreach to families.  

 Restorative and trauma-informed approaches to improve school culture and climate. 
 
Despite our commitment to continuous improvement in schools, we must acknowledge that 
the school district cannot shoulder this crisis alone. “Chronic” issues are long-standing issues 
that cannot be solved overnight, and are difficult to eliminate. And in the case of chronic 
attendance, many of the root causes and implications transcend the school walls.  
 
Thus, we must create a system of supports to improve student attendance through: 

 Year-round community-wide attendance messaging campaign, with a strong emphasis 
on the transition years 

 Early intervention for moderately chronically absent students 

 Expansion of out-of-school time programming (day and summer)  
 
Expanded programs are well positioned to make a difference. Research has shown that quality 
out of school time programs can improve school-day attendance. In addition to providing good 
programming, out of school time leaders can help schools partner with parents and build good 
attendance habits, and connect to needed supports. After all, many parents are more likely to 
see an afterschool provider at the end of the school day, instead of their child’s teacher. The 
sense of belonging, the connection to caring adults, and the academic enrichment can make 
children more likely to go to school.  
 
HPS needs its community, at this moment and for the long haul. We must share our silos of 
power, resources, and responsibility with one another in a collaborative manner. The action 
that I, on behalf of our students, call for entails long term, city-wide structural and cultural 
changes. It is an ecosystem (see figure 3) of data-minded cyclical processes that inform root 
causes, interventions, strategies, and the resource identification, deployment and alignment of 
supports and services in schools and throughout the community. Such a way of work depends 
on interagency agreements and shared accountability that leverage resources and services that 
span across multiple sectors (public, private, service, faith, etc.).  
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Figure 3: A Data-Driven Systemic Approach (Attendence Works, 2014) 

 

To help us implement this approach, we will draw upon the expertise of Attendance Works. A 
non-profit initiative that advances student success and closes equity gaps by reducing chronic 
absence, Attendance Works is the nation’s “go-to” resource for improving student attendance. 
Because of its extensive experience working with districts and states across the country, 
Attendance Works can ensure Hartford does not reinvent the wheel but builds upon what 
practice and research have shown to work.  Attendance Works will help build the capacity of 
district and school teams, as well as our community partners, to engage in early intervention, 
adopt effective messaging strategies and use data to drive and improve attendance policies and 
practices. 
 

 


