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Abstract 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT ABSENCES, STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT, 

AND WHY STUDENTS ARE ABSENT AT SOUTHWETERN HIGH SCHOOL 

 

Joe Vogt  

 

This paper is an examination of student absences and how they affect student achievement.  The 

research examines the grades received by students who are chronically absent. Chronically 

absent is defined as having ten or more absences from school.  The school involved in the 

research compiles a weekly listing of students who are in need of academic assistance; these 

students are receiving a D or F in any class at the beginning of the week.  The expectation is that 

students with more absences will be at-risk of failing a course or multiple courses for longer 

periods of time throughout the school year.  The researchers also examined the outcomes of 

chronically absent students on the ACT Aspire testing completed in the spring of each school 

year.  Finally, I identified the reasons students were absent from school with the purpose of 

creating a plan to respond to student with absenteeism problems.   
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

My research will focus on the relationship between student absences and student achievement 

while examining the reasons for student absences at Southwestern High School.  Student absences are 

often seen as the first warning signs of at-risk youth.  Understanding why students are absent and the real 

effects absenteeism has on individual student’s academic achievement is invaluable to any school system. 

 Many studies have been done examining the relationship between student absences and student 

achievement.  Most often these studies show a strong negative relationship between student absenteeism 

and student achievement.  Roby (2004) examined school district absence rates and compared them to 

school report cards based on state mandated standardized tests.  He found that the correlation between 

student absences and student achievement was moderate to strong.  Easton and Engelhard (1982) 

examined the relationship between student absences and student reading scores.  They concluded that 

student absences have a significant effect on both teacher assigned reading scores and standardized test 

reading comprehension scores.  Both of these studies point to a major problem that schools all across the 

United States are experiencing: student absenteeism. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The problems to be addressed include: do student absences affect student achievement and why 

are students missing school?  My research will build upon the research of Roby (2004) and Easton and 

Engelhard (1982) by not just re-examining the relationship between student absences and student 

achievement but also by examining why students are absent from school at Southwestern High School.  I 

hypothesize that student absences will have a strong negative correlation with student achievement, 

meaning students with a higher total of absences will be at risk of failing courses for a sustained portion 

of the school year and score lower on state standardized tests.  Furthermore, I hypothesize the following 

six reasons will be the most common reasons received from chronically absent students and less common 

from occasionally absent students: poor relationship between school and student, peer pressure to skip 

school, negative school atmosphere, family problems, economic reasons, and negative view of education.   
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Definition of Terms 

Academic Assistance List- The academic assistance list (AA list) is a compilation of students who are at 

risk of failing a class.  This is essentially a list of all students receiving a D or F in a class.  

Delimitations and Limitations of Research 

 There are a few major limitations to this research.  The first major limitation is that I am limiting 

my research to the 10th and 11th grade students at Southwestern High School.  The second major limitation 

is that this study is one year in length.  This study will only examine the 2016-2017 school year.  The 

final limitation is that we are only examining students at Southwestern High School, a small high school 

in rural southwest Wisconsin.  Student motivation is a major delimitation to this study because it is out of 

the researcher’s control.  Motivated students could skew the data set if they miss prolonged periods of 

time throughout the school year and do not appear on the academic assistance list unlike other 

unmotivated chronically absent students.   The final major limitation to this study was the fact there was 

not a randomized sample making it impossible to draw causal inferences.  

Method of Approach 

 I will measure the relationship between student absences and student achievement by comparing 

the number of days a student is absent to the number of weeks they are on the academic assistance list.  

Furthering my research, I will examine students’ scores on state standardized tests comparing individual 

student results to state averages then comparing them to the number of absences said student has accrued.  

Finally, the students will be asked to fill out a survey two times during the 2016-2017 school year 

detailing why they missed school.  The IRB protocol provides further details and is attached as Appendix 

A.  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Absences are a growing problem all over the world in education today.  From the United States to 

Turkey and Egypt, researchers have examined the relationship between student absences and student 

achievement.  Still other studies have examined why students are increasingly absent from school.  It is 

true that absences affect each student differently, but research continues to show a negative correlation 

between student absences and student achievement.  The main question addressed in my work was how 

strong the relationship between student absences and student achievement really is.  I will further my 

research by examining the reasons students are absent from Southwestern High School.   

Discussion Prior to Research 

 Roby (2004) examined the relationship between student absences and student achievement by 

examining whole school absence reports and state given school report cards.  He explained the system 

used in the state of Ohio for reporting absences (schools should be at a rate of 93% attendance at the end 

of a given school year) and that the state used the Ohio Proficiency Tests to assign school report cards to 

each school in the state.  He found that absences had a strong negative correlation with student 

achievement when it comes to standardized tests.   

 Other studies have examined the effects of absences on individual student achievement in certain 

subjects.  Easton and Engelhard (1982) examined the relationship between student absences and 

individual student achievement in reading.  They used 617 high school students’ files from the Chicago 

Public School system to examine the relationship between student absences during elementary school to 

reading achievement in elementary school.  The researchers found a weak but consistent relationship 

between student absences and reading scores.  Furthermore, the researchers found that when controlling 

for previous achievement, the effects of absences on reading achievement grows significantly.  This 

research affirms the work of Roby (2004) in that the researchers found a significant negative correlation 

between student absences and student achievement. 

 I chose to further my research by examining why students are absent from school.  Sahin, 

Arseven and Kiliç (2016) examined why students were absent from school in Turkey.  The researchers 
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surveyed school principals in Turkey, asking them nine questions detailing the reasons for student 

absences in their schools.  They concluded that the reasons for students’ absences always fell with-in five 

categories: 1) causes originating from the family, 2) causes originating from administrator and teacher 

behaviors, 3) causes originating from the school setting, 4) causes originating from the student, and 5) 

environmental causes.   Sahin, et al. concluded that individual schools should investigate causes of 

absenteeism further to develop better plans to deal with absenteeism.   

 Flannery, Frank, and Kato (2012) examined what discipline policies work when dealing with 

students with large amounts of absences.  The researchers surveyed 8,457 ninth grade students who had 

discipline referrals for missing class.   They concluded that schools often implement the form of 

discipline that is most easily implemented and they often fail.  On the surface, the study concluded that 

out of school suspension (OSS) worked at reducing truancy recurrence.  After further examination, the 

researchers concluded that OSS worked initially, but after ongoing exposure to OSS, an individual 

student was more likely to slip back into a pattern of truancy.  In the end, the researchers decided the best 

way for schools to reduce absenteeism and truancy was to investigate every instance of truancy to truly 

understand each individual case.  The “why” is the most important part and most likely will be different 

with each individual case.  After investigating this, schools can devise an individual discipline plan for 

each student that is truant. 

  One thing researchers know for sure is that students who are truant from school are committing 

at-risk behaviors.  Eaton, Brener and Kann (2008) wanted to know whether or not it mattered for students 

to be excused from school when it came to committing at-risk behaviors.  Their findings were surprising.  

The researchers concluded that students who were excused from school for any reason are more likely to 

engage in at-risk behaviors.  This research tells us that whether a student was excused or not does not 

matter and should not matter when deciding if absenteeism is a warning sign for at-risk behavior.   

Summary 

 Absenteeism/truancy is never a good thing when looking at it from an education professional’s 

mind.  What we really need to know is how much absences affect student achievement over the course of 
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a whole school year, and finally, the big question, why are so many students absent from school?  Data 

gathered during the 2016-2017 school year was analyzed to better understand the impact of absences on 

year-long grades and standardized test scores. Finding this out can help Southwestern School District 

develop a plan to curb absences and help inform the community about the real effects of students being 

absent from school.  

Hypotheses 

 I hypothesized that students who had a higher number of total absences would be at risk of failing 

a course for a greater amount of the school year and also would score lower than the grand mean on state 

given standardized test scores.  Also, I hypothesized that the following reasons would be given as reasons 

for absences from school: 

- Student has negative relationship with a teacher/administrator 

- Peer pressure to skip school 

- Negative school atmosphere 

- Family problems 

- Economic reasons 

- Negative view of education 

CHAPTER III: METHOD 

Participants 

 Research was conducted at Southwestern High School and involved around 90 tenth and eleventh 

grade students.  Southwestern is a small rural school district in the southwestern most corner of 

Wisconsin.  There are approximately 170 students in the high school (grades 9 through 12). 

 Students participating in this research were in the tenth and eleventh grades and had returned all 

consent forms needed to participate in the study.  The tenth and eleventh grades were concentrated on 

because these are the grades in which students complete state given standardized tests (example ACT and 

Aspire/Forward tests). 
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Materials & Procedures 

 Before research started for this study, permission from the Southwestern High School building 

principal was sought and obtained (copies of all materials are in Appendix B).  The participants for this 

study were under the age of 18, so a parental consent form was sent home to parents of tenth and eleventh 

grade students.  Only those students whose parents gave consent were included in this study.  Finally, the 

students were given a student assent form before data collection began during the 2016-2017 school year. 

Absence reports were generated by Skyward grading software throughout the 2016-2017 school 

year.  In the spring of the school year, students in the tenth and eleventh grades completed standardized 

tests.  Southwestern also uses an academic assistance list to track students who are at risk of failing a 

course.  The data collected from Skyward were correlated to state given standardized test scores in math 

and reading and the number of weeks an individual student was on the academic assistance list.  All of 

these data were collected during the 2016-2017 school year and analyzed throughout the summer of 2017.  

 Furthermore, students in the tenth and eleventh grades who participated in the study completed 

two surveys that detailed the reasons for their absences throughout two 30-day periods of school.  The 

responses from chronically absent students were compared to those from occasionally absent students to 

determine why chronically absent students were missing school.   

 

CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

 After completing data analysis on research completed during the 2016-2017 school year, 

it is apparent that student absences negatively affect student achievement.  For the interest of this 

research, I used a benchmark of ten absences throughout the entire school year as our cutoff for 

chronically absent students.  Furthermore, I established a benchmark of having to appear on ¼ of 

the academic assistance lists to define our at-risk students.  I discovered after data evaluation that 

64 sophomore and junior students were chronically absent throughout the 2016-2017 school 

year.  Of those 64 students, forty-two appeared on the academic assistance list more than one 
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quarter of the school year.  This tells us that approximately 66% of students who are chronically 

absent throughout the school year are at-risk of failing a course at any given time throughout a 

school year. 
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Furthering this research, I examined the students who were not chronically absent throughout the 

school year.  I found that only 7 out of 17 non-chronically absent students were found on the 

Academic Assistance list for one quarter of the school year for a percentage of about 41% of 

non-chronically absent students.  This shows us that students who have more accrued absences 

are more likely to be at risk of failing one or more classes.    

 I continued the research by examining the effects being chronically absent had on student 

achievement on state standardized tests.  For this portion of the research, we examined reading 

and math scores achieved on the ACT Aspire testing completed in the spring of every school 

year.  Again, examining the same junior and sophomore students, the data shows us that 

attendance plays a role in achievement on these exams.  ACT Aspire grades in terms of how 

ready students are for the next level of education.  Students receive scores including the 

following benchmarks: “in need of support, not ready, close, ready and exceeding.”  For this 

research, I examined the percentage of chronically absent students who achieved high marks on 

the ACT Aspire testing (scored with-in the exceeding or ready range).  I found that only 35% (22 

of 62 students) of chronically absent students were ready for the next level in mathematics, while 

only 39% (24 of 62 students) of reading students who were chronically absent were ready for the 

next level of education.  This research shows us that students’ with more accrued absences 

struggle on the state administered standardized tests.   

 Finally, I examined the reasons students were absent from school at Southwestern High 

School.  It has been noted by multiple researchers in the past that schools need to identify why 

students are absent from school in order to solve this issue.  Students who were signed up to be 

in this research were asked to voluntarily complete a simple survey detailing how many hours of 
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school they had missed and the reasons for their being absent.  I found that students missed the 

most time with illnesses and doctors’ appointments.  51% of students’ absences in the 10th and 

11th grade were attributed to doctors’ appointments or illnesses.  Family issues, 15%, and school 

events (i.e. field trips, sporting events, etc.), 6%, came in as the next two highest reasons for 

being absent from school.  As noted in Eaton, Brener and Kann’s research, whether students are 

excused or unexcused, the percentage of at-risk behaviors committed by teenage students does 

not change.  With this research complete, Southwestern will be able to develop a better response 

plan to these absences and perhaps educate parents on how being absent from school affects their 

individual student’s achievement. 

 

CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

 My research was meant to dig into the real effects of student absences on student 

achievement.  I furthered this research by digging into why students were chronically absent at 

Southwestern High School because all the research tells us solving this issue needs to be done 

based on data from an individual school.  The hypothesis that students who are chronically 

absent will be at-risk of failing for longer periods of the school year is supported by the data in 

this research.  Students who had ten or more absences were designated as chronically absent 

within the 2016-2017 school year, and had a much higher rate of being identified on 

Southwestern’s Academic Assistance list.  Students that were not chronically absent were still 

found on the list but at a much lower percentage.  

 After this research was completed, I examined the state standardized test scores of the 

students in the sophomore and junior classes.  Again, this data supported my hypothesis.  Only 

35% of chronically absent students scored within the ready to exceeding range on the state ACT 
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Aspire math testing.  While 39% of chronically absent students scored within the ready to 

exceeding range on the state ACT Aspire reading testing.  Students who are chronically absent 

from school are not ready for the next level in two of the most challenging areas of their 

education. 

 The final part of my research was directed solely at Southwestern as schools with absence 

issues must deal with these cases on their own.  The hypothesis that students would be absent 

from school because of: a negative relationship with peers, teachers or administrators, negative 

school climate, economic reasons, negative view of education was not supported by the data in this 

research.  Students missed school more often for doctor’s appointments or illnesses.  These two reasons 

were repeated chosen on surveys in both the fall and the spring.  This data was affirmed by individual 

students’ absence reports.  When evaluating the absence reports, I discovered that students missed just 

under five school hours per absence.  Using this data, it becomes apparent that students are not missing 

the entire school day very often.  This new data will allow Southwestern to create a plan to respond to 

these absences and improve overall school attendance.  The one thing that has worked repeatedly in 

schools is early intervention; examining data like this on a yearly basis will allow schools to intervene 

earlier in students’ careers and hopefully improve said student’s experience at school.  Through 

educating parents and students, changing school policy and intervening earlier to improve student 

experience in school, schools can improve attendance.  Achievement will improve as attendance 

improves as the early mentioned data suggests.     

 In conclusion, this research supports the hypothesis that students’ absences affect student 

achievement.  The research also identified the reasons for students’ absences.  Schools that complete 

research similar to this must formulate their own specific plan to educate parents and students about 

absences affecting achievement in school.  Schools can create policies that work to curb student 
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absences. If one thing is clear from this research, it’s that more student absences means longer periods 

of time struggling with failing grades and falling behind in your educational career.  
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APPENDIX A: IRB APPROVAL LETTER 

 

 

8/26/2016  

  

Joseph P Vogt   

Sponsor: Dale Henze and Tim Hazen  

Department of School of Education  

University of Wisconsin-Platteville  

  

RE:       IRB Protocol #2016-17-03  

  

Project Title:    The  Effect of Student Absence on Achievement and Why Students are Regularly Absent  

  

Approval Date:  8/26/2016  

Expiration Date:  8/25/2017  

  

Your project has been approved by the University of Wisconsin-Platteville IRB via a Full Board Review.  This 

approval is subject to the following conditions, otherwise approval may be suspended:  

  

1. No participants may be involved in the study prior to the IRB approval date listed above or after the 

expiration date.  

2. All unanticipated or serious adverse events must be reported to the IRB.  

3. All modifications to procedures, participant selection, and instruments used (surveys, consent forms, etc) 

must be reported to the IRB chair prior to their use. Extensive modifications may require full board 

approval.  

4. If the project will continue beyond the expiration date, then the researcher must file for a continuation with 

the IRB at least 14 days prior to the expiration date.  If the IRB approval for this project expires before 

approval for continuation is given, then a new protocol must be filled out and submitted.  Federal 

guidelines allow for no exceptions to this rule.  Any data collected after the expiration date cannot be used 

in the study.  

  

If you have any questions, please contact the IRB chair at the address below.  Include your protocol # on all 

correspondence.  

  

Sincerely,  

  

  
Dr. Barb Barnet  

Institutional Review Board Chair  

Professor, Mathematics Department  

Gardner 451  

University of Wisconsin-Platteville  

(608) 342-1942  barnetb@uwplatt.edu  
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Appendix II..……………Parental Consent Form 

Appendix III…………….Student Assent Form 

Appendix IV……………..Attendance Survey 
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PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION OF HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN 

RESEARCH  

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-PLATTEVILLE & SOUTHWESTERN HIGH SCHOOL 

1.  Purpose: The purpose of this experiment is to determine the relationship of student absences to student 

achievement throughout a 36-week school year.  We will also explore why students are absent from school. 

  

2.  Procedure: Students will be asked to complete two surveys throughout the school year detailing the reasons for 

their absences.  These surveys will be the only tasks that students must complete to participate in this study.  Your 

child’s absence reports, individual achievement and standardized test scores will be included in my data set; the data 

set will be kept confidential and not include your child’s identifying information. 

 

3. Time Required: Participation is expected to take about 15 minutes to complete the two surveys: one to be 

completed in October and the other to be completed in April. 

 

4. Risks: No short term or long term risks are foreseen. There will be no immediate risks to participants other than 

the time and effort required to participate in the study.  

 

Benefits: Your child’s participation in this study will help inform staff and students at Southwestern High School 

the effects of absences on student achievement throughout a given school year.  Also your child’s participation will 

help the Southwestern School District better understand why students are regularly absent from school and hopefully 

lead to a plan to help curb a growing attendance problem.  

 

5. Your Rights as the Parent of a Student Participant: The information gathered in this study will be 

confidential. Data or summarized results will not be released in any way that could identify you or your child. If 

your child would like to withdraw from the study at any time, he/she may do so without penalty or repercussions. 

The information collected from your child up to that point would be destroyed if you or he/she so desire. If you have 

any questions afterward, please ask:  

Joe Vogt, Researcher 

Graduate Student in Education, University of Wisconsin-Platteville 

Social Studies Teacher, Southwestern High School  

Phone Number: (563) 451-4472;  Email: vogtj@swsd.k12.wi.us 

Once the study is completed, you may request a summary of the results by contacting me (Joe Vogt) or 

Southwestern Principal, Cynthia Lacey.  

 

6. If you have any questions about your child’s treatment as a participant in this study, please call or write: 

  

Barb Barnet      Cynthia Lacey 

Chair of the UW-Platteville IRB          or   Principal Southwestern High School 

(608) 342-1942      (608) 854-2261 

barnetb@uwplatt.edu    laceyc@swsd.k12.wi.us  

__________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

I have read the above information and (check one): 

  

____ DO give consent for my child to participate in the research.  

 

____ DO NOT give consent for my child to participate in the research.  

 

Please print your child’s name (First, Middle, Last):________________________________________________  

 

Please print your full name (First, Middle, Last): __________________________________________________  

 

Please sign: ______________________________________________  Date: ___________________________  

 

Then return this completed form to _______________________________ by ___________________________ 

 

Appendix II 
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STUDENT ASSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-PLATTEVILLE &  

SOUTHWESTERN HIGH SCHOOL 

 

Dear Student,  

We want to provide the best education possible to you and to future students. Therefore, we are 

conducting this research project. You are invited to participate in our study of how student 

absences relate to student outcomes and why students are absent from school. The purpose of our 

study is to explore how student absences are related to student achievement and why students are 

regularly absent at Southwestern High School. You are being asked to participate in this survey 

because you, as a student at Southwestern High School, know what works for you.  

 

Whether you participate in this study or not will have absolutely no impact on your grades. The 

information gathered in this survey will be used to help make Southwestern a better, more 

welcoming place for you and your classmates.  

 

Your parents have already given permission for you to participate in our research project and we 

are hoping that you will agree to participate. Your voluntary completion of the study constitutes 

your agreement (assent) to participate. Thank you for helping us to better help you.  

 

If you do not agree to participate in this study, please inform Mrs. Lacey or me as soon as 

possible.  

 

Sincerely,  

Mr. Joe Vogt, Graduate Student in Education 

University of Wisconsin-Platteville  

(563) 451-4472   

vogtj@swsd.k12.wi.us 

 

  

Mrs. Cynthia Lacey  

Principal Southwestern High School  

(608) 854-2261  

laceyc@swsd.k12.wi.us  

 

If you have any questions about your treatment as a participant in this study, please call or write 

either of us or contact:  

 

Barb Barnet  

Chair of the UW-Platteville IRB  

(608) 342-1942  

barnetb@uwplatt.edu 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix III 
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Attendance Survey 

 

Please answer the following questions honestly.  Excused or un-excused absences do not matter; 

we are examining data pertaining to why you were out of school for any reason.  Do not put 

your name anywhere on this survey. 

 

1. How many times in the past month were you absent from school? 

a. Less than one day 

b. 1 day 

c. 2 days 

d. 3 days 

e. 4 or more days 

 

2.  Approximately how many hours of school have you missed in the past month? 

a. 0 hours 

b. 1-5 hours 

c. 5-10 hours 

d. 10-15 hours 

e. More than 15 hours 

 

3. Approximately how many times did you miss school for any reason when you could have 

been here in the past month? 

a. 0 times 

b. 1 time 

c. 2 or 3 times 

d. 4 or 5 times 

e. More than 5 times 

 

4. Choose from the following list why you were absent from school. (Select all that apply.  

Remember to be honest.) 

 

a. Doctors Appointment 

b. Illness 

c. Sporting event 

d. School climate is negative/aversive 

e. Peer Pressure to stay out of school 

f. Avoiding test/assignment 

g. Negative relationship with teachers 

h. Negative relationship with principal/administrator 

i. Needed at home 

j. Family issues 

k. Economic reasons 

l. Negative view of education 

m. College visits 

n. Other: Please describe what the reason or reasons were… 
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