
Attendance as a Behavioral 
Outcome: Addressing the 
Root Cause of Chronic 
Absenteeism.



Learning Objectives: NASP CEUs

Participants will be able to:

1. Explain the link between social-emotional competence and chronic 

absenteeism

2. Recognize early indicators of absenteeism risk

3. Use data to identify students needing social-emotional support

4. Apply strategies to address root causes and improve attendance



Earning NASP CEUs

To collect your CEUs from Riverside Insights, you must...

1. Be present on this live session for at least 75% of the run time

2. Fill out and submit the survey that you will receive tomorrow 

(Wednesday, March 25)



Emily Taylor
Research Associate

Jennifer Robitaille
Director, R &  D

Dr. Evelyn Johnson
Vice President, Research

It’s Nice to 
Meet You!



Agenda

Understanding Chronic Absenteeism

New Research: Behavioral Skills as Predictors of 
Attendance

Early Identification: Using Behavioral Data as an Early
Early-

-
Warning System

Translating Research Into Practice

Q&A and Key Takeaways



Chronic Absenteeism = Missing at least 10% of 
School Days

Approximately 1 in 5 students are chronically absent (Malkus, 2025)



Why schools should care: learning, classroom disruption, and system strain.

Budget ImpactClassroom DisruptionAcademic Achievement



Chronic Absenteeism is a Major School Challenge

Data reported by Return 
to Learn Tracker
returntolearntracker.net



Chronic Absenteeism is a Major School Challenge

Data reported by Return 
to Learn Tracker
returntolearntracker.net



Chronic absenteeism affects all grades but increases in middle and high school. 

High School

Reported ranges are from 24% 
to 32%, with the highest rates in 
grade 12. 

High school students have more 
responsibility for their attendance 
– making motivation, decision-
making and engagement 
increasingly important.

Middle School

Rates vary by specific grade, but 
have been reported to range 
from 18% to 24%

Middle school is the beginning 
of a steady decrease in 
attendance that continues 
through high school. The 
transition to middle school can 
be challenging for students.

Elementary School

Rates vary by grade, but range 
from about 14% to 23%, with 
higher levels in PK and K, and 
lower levels Grades 1-5.

The youngest students face the 
highest attendance barriers –
schools should work with 
families to make school 
attendance a priority.



Disparities in chronic absenteeism exist - and the problem is 
widespread.
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Rates of Absenteeism by Subgroup

Average Black Hispanic White SPED ELL

Differences in Chronic Absenteeism Rates by Race/Ethnicity 
and Special Populations for the 2024-25 School Year

National rates of absenteeism are about 23%. 



Multiple factors contribute to chronic absenteeism.

Community/Structural Factors

School Climate Factors

Student/Family Factors

• Health

• Housing instability

• Transportation

• Anxiety

• Employment demands
• Caregiving responsibilities

• Engagement

• Neighborhood Safety

• Access to Services

• School Safety

• Discipline/Behavior

• Relationships

• Low Belonging

• Disengagement
• School/Family partnership

• Poverty

• Housing Instability

• Transportation



OUR VISION

To expand opportunity for all 
learners by building the world’s 
highest-performing double 
bottom  line business.

One important pathway – connection and SEL skills.



What does the 
research* say about SEL 
& attendance?

•Absenteeism is linked to mental health & 

disengagement

•Students with stronger SEL skills attend more 

regularly

•SEL programs can reduce absenteeism

•SEL may act as a protective factor for attendance

*Polikoff et al., 2023; Cipriano et al., 2023; Snyder et al., 2010; Yin et al., 2023; Meyer, 2025



W hat d o  you  b elieve 
is  th e b ig g est d river 
o f  ch ro nic  
ab senteeism  in  yo ur 
d istrict?

• Mental Health
• Lack of Engagement
• Family Barriers
• Behavior Challenges
• Other



Social and Emotional 
Competence and Risk of 

Chronic Absenteeism
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Students’ social and emotional skills can be screened with…

DESSA 2 mini
• Educator-completed

• Grades K-12

• 8 items, 1 minute per student

• Provides a reliable measure of a student’s 

overall SEC

DESSA Student Self-Report
• Student-completed

• Grades 6-12

• 50 items, 5-10 minutes per student

• Provides a reliable measure of a student’s overall 

SEC & scores for each DESSA competency
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The DESSA assessments report scores on a T-scale

• A Social-Emotional Total (SET) or 
Social-Emotional Composite (SEC) 
score is provided for each 
student.

• T-scores are categorized into 3 
descriptors:

60 – 72 = Strength
41 – 59 = Typical
28 – 40 = Need for Instruction

The DESSA is nationally 
normed. About 16% of 
students will have a 
strength; about 68% will be 
in the typical range; and 
about 16% will demonstrate 
a need for instruction.



19

DESSA Descriptive Categories and Interpretations

Strength: Students likely have well-developed skills.
• Continue developing skills to help them thrive 

and serve as protective factors for navigating 

future challenges. 

Typical: Students are on their way to developing 
strong skills.

• Continue to strengthen skills with explicit 

instruction.
• Consider further assessment if T-score is < 45 to 

proactively target skill development.

Need for Instruction: Students need support in 

developing their skills.
• Assess with the DESSA to identify specific skills to 

work on; Integrate SEC data with attendance, 
behavior, academic data.

• Continue universal Tier 1 instruction; consider 

Tier 2 intervention.



Building students' social emotional 
skills shows promise as one way to 

address chronic absenteeism 

(Eklund et al., 2019; Yin et al., 2023)



Measuring Social-Emotional Competence

We explored the link between social-emotional competence and 

chronic absenteeism for elementary school students in a large 

school district in the Southeastern United States.

SEC
Chronic 

Absenteeism?



Elementary Analysis: Overview

Sample

• 2,622 students in grades K-5

• 643 students in grades 4 & 
5

• 2017–2018 school year

• Control for gender, 
race/ethnicity, ELL, SPED

Measurement

• DESSA-mini in Fall

Analysis

• Logistic regression 
predicting odds of all 
students being 
chronically absent

• Logistic regression 
predicting odds 4th and 
5th grade students 
being chronically 
absent



Elementary Analysis: Findings for All Students

Students with SEC in the Strength range were 42% less likely 
to be chronically absent than all other students.

Students with SEC in the Need range had 1.6 times the risk of 
being chronically absent than all other students.

Each 1-point increase in SEC T-score reduced absenteeism 
odds by 3%.



Elementary Analysis: Findings for 4th and 5th Grade Students

Students with SEC in the Strength range were 68% less likely 
to be chronically absent than all other students.

Students with SEC in the Need range had twice the risk of 
being chronically absent than all other students.

Each 1-point increase in SEC T-score reduced absenteeism 
odds by 5%.



Measuring Social-Emotional Competence

SEC
Chronic 

Absenteeism?

We explored the link between social-emotional competence and 

chronic absenteeism for middle and high school students in a 

large school district in the Southeastern United States for the 

2023-2024 school year.



Middle School Analysis: Impact of Growth

Sample

• 8,271 students

• Grades 6–8

• 2023–2024 school year

• 26% chronically absent

• Control for gender, 
race/ethnicity, ELL, SPED

Measurement

• DESSA-mini in Fall and 
Spring

Growth Definition

• High Growth = +5 T-
score points

• No Growth = ≤ 0 
points

Analysis

• Logistic regression 
predicting odds of 
being chronically 
absent

• Propensity score 
matching

• Matched on baseline      
SEC + demographics



Chronic Absenteeism Rates

14.8% 25%
High SEC Growth No SEC Growth

All Students

28.8% 48.4%
High SEC Growth No SEC Growth

Fall DESSA in the Need Range



Students with high SEC growth were 41% 
less likely to be chronically absent than 

their matched peers with no growth.



High School Analysis: Impact of Specific Skills

Sample

• 10,085 high school 
students

• Grades 9–12

• 2023–2024 school year

• 18.6% chronically absent

• Control for gender, 
race/ethnicity, ELL,SPED

Measurement Analysis

• Logistic regression 
predicting odds of 
being chronically 
absent

• GSEM to estimate 
impact of increase in a 
factor score on the 
odds of being 
chronically absent

• DESSA SSR in Fall

3-Factor Competency 
Model 

1. Intrapersonal Skills

2. Interpersonal Skills

3. Decision-Making Skills



SEC Reduces Chronic Absenteeism Risk

Students with SEC in the Strength range were 33% less likely 
to be chronically absent.

Students with SEC in the Need range were 77% more likely to 
be chronically absent.

Each 1-point increase in SEC T-score reduced absenteeism 
odds by 3%.



Identified Protective Factors against Chronic Absenteeism

Intrapersonal 

Skills

Interpersonal 

Skills
Decision-Making 

Skills

SEC

GB SO RS DM PRSMSA/OT



Practical Takeaways

Growth in SEC may be especially 

protective for students with initially low 

SEC.

Universal screening and progress monitoring 
are important to identify students at risk for 
chronic absenteeism. Both initial levels and in 
in-year growth of SEC provide signals of 
attendance risk.

Students with higher levels 

intrapersonal skills, and decision-

making skills, are less likely to be 

chronically absent.

SEC data can be used to inform targeted 

supports for students. High school student 

data suggests prioritizing supports that 

strengthen intrapersonal skills and 

decision-making skills. 



Which skill areas do you 
believe would have the 
biggest impact on 
attendance in your 
schools?



Early Identification: Using 
Behavioral Data as an 
Early-Warning System
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Actionable Insights for Proactively Addressing Behavior

Screen: Gather baseline data across your 

district to identify students in need.

Assess: For students in need, assess 

further for competency-specific results 

that drive instruction.

Instruction: Implement universal lessons 

and school-wide practices to build skills. 

Tailor instruction for students needing 

extra support.

Monitor Progress: Measure growth over 

time to evaluate effectiveness and inform 
the supports provided.
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Students’ social and emotional skills can be screened with…

DESSA 2 mini
• Educator-completed

• Grades K-12

• 8 items, 1 minute per student

• Provides a reliable measure of a student’s 

overall SEC

DESSA Student Self-Report
• Student-completed

• Grades 6-12

• 50 items, 5-10 minutes per student

• Provides a reliable measure of a student’s overall 

SEC & scores for each DESSA competency
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DESSA Descriptive Categories and Interpretations

Strength: Students likely have well-developed skills.
• Continue developing skills to help them thrive 

and serve as protective factors for navigating 

future challenges. 

Typical: Students are on their way to developing 
strong skills.

• Continue to strengthen skills with explicit 

instruction.
• Consider further assessment if T-score is < 45 to 

proactively target skill development.

Need for Instruction: Students need support in 

developing their skills.
• Assess with the DESSA to identify specific skills to 

work on; Integrate SEC data with attendance, 
behavior, academic data.

• Continue universal Tier 1 instruction; consider 

Tier 2 intervention.



Assess with the educator or student-completed DESSA 
for competency-specific results that drive instruction 

• Deeper understanding 
of each student’s 
unique strengths and 
needs

• Align with other 
available data 

• Guide targeted skill 
instruction

38



Use the DESSA assessment data to drive instruction for 
groups of students

• Identify common 
areas of strengths 
and needs

• Select universal 
classroom lessons

• Identify students 
for small group 
instruction

• Guide targeted 
skill development



Monitor Student Progress and Growth with 
the DESSA Assessments:

Universal Level

• Is the universal instruction 
effective?

• Are we seeing growth across 
schools, grades, classrooms?

• Is growth equitable for different 
groups of students?

• Do we need to make any 
adjustments?



Monitor Student Progress and Growth with 
the DESSA Assessments:
Tier 2/Small Group Level

• Is the targeted instruction 
effective?

• Is growth equitable for different 
groups of students?

• Who might need more support?

• Do we need to make any 
adjustments?



Monitor Student Progress and Growth 
with the DESSA Assessments:

Individual Student Level

• Are students responding to targeted 
instruction?

• Who needs more support? What 
adjustments can we make?

• Are students previously in the 
Typical/Strength ranges showing 
declines in scores?



Translating Research Into 
Practice



Foundational Practices 

• Students are shaped by both personal 
development and the environment.

• It’s difficult for students to feel engaged and 
like they belong if the environment doesn’t 
support it.

• Consider starting with a set of foundational 
practices that create a positive, inclusive, 
and caring environment.

44



Foundational Practices 

Positive Climate

Academic Integration

Equity & Inclusion

Schools and Family Relationships

Trauma-Informed Practices

Student Voice & Engagement
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Positive Climate

Academic Integration

Equity & Inclusion

Schools and Family Relationships

Trauma-Informed Practices

Student Voice & Engagement
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Foundational Practices 



Where to Start with Foundational Practices

Select 1-2 evidence-based practices
• Implement them schoolwide.

• Set an implementation goal (e.g., daily) –
consistency is important.

• Share successes, challenges, and any needed 
supports.

• Reflect and adjust as needed.

• Select additional practices when ready and 
repeat these steps.
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Explicit Instruction of Social and Emotional Skills 

• Research supports that these skills can serve 
as protective factors for students.

• Are important for a variety of outcome, 
including academic achievement, engagement, 
and well-being.

• Evidence-based universal programs available.

• Short, effective lessons and classroom 
strategies available.

48

Self-
Awareness

Self-
Management

Social 
Awareness

Relationship
Skills

Responsible 
Decision 
Making

Optimistic 
Thinking
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DESSA Instructional Strategies
Universal Lessons for Tier 1 Instruction

Strategies are designed to be integrated 

into daily practices and include:

• Instructional steps for implementation

• Active learning opportunities

• Research base

• Suggestions for expansion or 
individualization

90 grade-banded instructional strategies 

address each of the 6 DESSA 

Competencies:

Self-
Awareness

Self-
Management

Social 
Awareness

Relationship 
Skills

Responsible 
Decision 
Making

Optimistic 
Thinking
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Explicit Instruction of Social and Emotional Skills 

Self-
Management
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Explicit Instruction of Social and Emotional Skills 

Responsible 
Decision Making
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DESSA Tier 2 Interventions
20 Grade-Banded, Multi-Week Programs

Sequenced, intensive lessons to develop 

student skills with a focus on:​

• Self-Awareness and Emotional Regulation

• Social Awareness and Behavior Regulation

• Social and Emotional Skill Development 

integrated with Academic Intervention

• Responsible Decision Making

• Relationship Skills



District Action Planning: 
Considerations

How are we 
currently 

identifying 
students at risk for 
for absenteeism?

absenteeism?

What behavioral or 
or SEL data do we 
we have available?

available?

Which protective 
protective skills 

should we 
prioritize?



Q&A



Insights from the Research

• Attendance is a 
behavioral outcome

behavioral 

• Social-emotional skills can 
can predict absenteeism risk
risk

• Growth in these skills 
reduces absenteeism

• Screening and progress 
monitoring allow earlier 
intervention



Thank you!
you!



Riverside is Growing! 
Introducing Move This World



Turning Insight 
Into Districtwide 
Impact

DESSA provides industry-leading insight.

Move This World ensures that insight 
becomes consistent, daily practice.



Stronger 
Together: 
DESSA + Move 
This World

The DESSA identifies student needs.
Move This World helps teachers respond.
Together they create a complete system of mental health and 
behavioral care. 

With the DESSA
• Trusted screening
• Clear data on student needs
• Progress monitoring

With Move This World
• Daily skill-building instruction
• Engaging classroom experiences
• Practical implementation

Together:
• Assessment identifies skill gaps
• Instruction reinforces those skills
• Progress can be monitored over time



From Insight to 
Action: A 
Continuous Cycle of 
Support

ASSESS: Use 
DESSA Mini + Full 
DESSA to identify 
student strengths 

and areas for 
growth.

CUSTOMIZE 
SUPPORT:

Use DESSA data to 
determine which 

competencies 
need 

reinforcement.

BUILD SKILLS:
Utilize Move This 

World daily 
classroom routines 
to reinforce those 

competencies.

MONITOR & 
ADJUST:

Refine instruction 
or intervention as 

needed.

REASSESS: Use 
DESSA to refine 

instruction or 
intervention as 

needed.

DESSA and Move This World together create an ongoing cycle that helps 
schools respond to student needs and continuously refine support.
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