Entrants:

Amber Northern, Senior Vice President for Research, Thomas B. Fordham Institute
anorthern@fordhaminstitute.org

Jing Liu, Assistant Professor in Education Policy, University of Maryland College Park
jliu28@umd.edu

Contest Application:

Description of the Problem

Among the most pernicious consequences of the pandemic has been the apparent normalization of
student absenteeism, especially in low-income communities that lack access to high-speed Internet and
were disproportionately affected by the virus. In many schools, attendance (whether online or in
person) is still weak and woefully inconsistent. And in some of the country’s biggest urban districts,
thousands of students seem to have simply disappeared.

Numerous studies have found that student absenteeism—and unexcused absenteeism, in particular—is
associated with lower achievement,! grades,? odds of graduation,® decreased college enrollment, and
other unsavory outcomes.* And chronic absenteeism (commonly defined as missing at least 10 percent
of the school year) is widely accepted as a leading indicator of academic peril.> Yet although we’ve
known for thirty years that measures of school climate are correlated with attendance,® particularly in
the upper grades,” existing research doesn’t definitively tell us to what extent schools are responsible
for their own attendance rates (though recent studies have found that individual teachers can have a
significant effect on student attendance).? After all, low attendance has many causes. (A recent meta-
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analysis identified 781 risk factors!®) And of course, like the causes of low achievement, these causes are
often related to students’ home lives and socioeconomic conditions, making it difficult to know if/when
schools should share the blame.

In recent years, thirty-seven states plus the District of Columbia have adopted student attendance
and/or chronic absenteeism rates as a “measure of school quality” under the Every Student Succeeds
Act, without making any adjustments for students’ socioeconomic background. Consequently, the
“nonacademic” component of many of states’ newly minted accountability systems is deeply unfair to
poor schools (which tend to have lower attendance rates) and misleading insofar as the goal is
accurately gauging schools’ performance. Like measures that are based on raw test scores instead of
value added, raw attendance metrics could be doing more harm than good, to the extent they punish
honest reporting, dilute the influence of fairer measures, and obscure exemplary and/or mediocre
performance.

Obijectives for policy change

For attendance to be used as an accurate gauge of school quality and culture, it should be calculated as
a value-added metric. A 2022 study examined high schools’ contributions to attendance after accounting
for individual students’ prior absenteeism and other observable characteristics, making the case for
value-added attendance measures. First, the study found that conventional student absenteeism
measures tell us almost nothing about a high school’s impact on students’ attendance. Next, attendance
value-added, like test-based value-added, varies widely between schools and is highly stable over time.
Finally, attendance value-added was found to be positively correlated with students’ perceptions of
school climate—in particular, with the belief that school is safe and behavioral expectations are clear.
State policies and federal guidelines for state accountability plans should encourage and incentivize
state and district policymakers to explore value-added measures of attendance rather than only relying
on raw attendance metrics (or no measure of attendance). Doing so will make for fairer measures by
empowering and rewarding schools to develop strategies to stem chronic absenteeism (more below).

Desired outcome of the policy change

Using raw student-absenteeism measures in accountability systems often impart credit or penalty to
schools that don’t deserve it. Many schools that do a better job than others of getting students to come
to class regularly are overlooked by states’ existing accountability systems—even as others are
rewarded for habits and circumstances that students developed before their arrival. This policy change,
however, would not discourage districts from reporting raw attendance measures. To be clear, there are
good reasons to report schools’ raw attendance and chronic-absenteeism rates, which are transparent,
parent-friendly, and crucial to understanding the depth of the problem.

But if the goal is to hold schools or educators accountable for things that they can control or help
parents understand if their child’s attendance is likely to improve, then raw attendance rates are unfair
and uninformative (and the same is also true of any non-test-based indicator that fails to account for the
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things students bring to school). Promoting value-added attendance measures, then, would incentivize
and reward schools (and parents) for doing more to increase attendance because they know that their
efforts will be recognized and “counted.” Moreover, these measures minimize the potential for gaming
and misreporting, which makes them more credible to practitioners.

Description of how the policy change will result in students who are better prepared for college, careers,
and civic participation

There is suggestive evidence that students attending high-attendance-value-added schools see long-
term benefits even if their raw attendance rates, test scores, and test-based value-added are average.*!
For example, results show that attending a high school with high attendance-value-added increases a
ninth grader’s probability of attending a four-year college by 1.7 percentage points (for context,
attending a high school with high test-based value-added but average attendance-value-added boosts
four-year college attendance by 2.2 percentage points).'2 Broadly speaking, this evidence is consistent
with an emerging literature that suggests that effective schools contribute to students’ success through
the cultivation of noncognitive and/or socioemotional, as well as academic skills.3

Similarly the strongest correlates of “attendance-value-added” at the high school level are students’
feelings of safety and order—or, more specifically, their sense that rules and behavioral expectations are
clear—which is consistent with prior research on school climate.'* For example, 7 percent of Black teens
report avoiding school activities or classes because of “fear of attack or harm”.%> Therefore, identifying
and promoting schools with high attendance-value-added—and their accompanying practices to
decrease absenteeism—may also help strengthen perceptions of school safety for all students.

An explanation of known tradeoffs and potential negative consequences, as well as a rationale for the
approach selected

This proposed policy change will carry few, if any, tradeoffs or negative consequences, as it does not
advocate for the halting of current reporting of raw attendance data and chronic absenteeism. Instead,
we think a both/and rather than either/or approach is the right choice. In fact, we’d go so far as to
suggest that, just as some states have two grades for schools based on test scores (one for achievement
and one for growth), we should consider having two measures of attendance (chronic absenteeism and
“value-added” measures, once they’re vetted).'® In general, status measures and growth measures are
apples and oranges, so it doesn’t make sense to average or aggregate them. The simplicity and
usefulness of a single, summative grade is lost if it doesn’t serve any one purpose well. For instance, if
the purpose is to decide whether to renew a school’s charter for the next five years, that decision should
rest on growth-based test-score measures. But if the purpose is to understand whether students are
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ready for college and career, status-based measures are best. Each tell us something different. So it is
with chronic-absenteeism rates and attendance-value-added.



