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School attendance problems (SAPs) are a vexing challenge for many

educational districts given their complexity, heterogeneity, and opacity. One

potential coordinated, integrated approach to ameliorate SAPs and boost

school attendance is to leverage existing school-based systems already

designed to address multiple individual domains of functioning in students.

Multi-tiered systems of support frameworks for school attendance and its

problems have been developed but remain in the nascent stage. The purpose

of this perspective article is to begin a discussion as to how such frameworks

for SAPs could be fundamentally reconfigured in areas with very high rates of

chronic absenteeism. Recommendations are provided at each tier, with the

understanding that original notions of how tiers are ostensibly constructed

and aimed must be unlearned in these circumstances.
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Introduction

School attendance problems are a vexing challenge for many educational districts
given their complexity, heterogeneity, and opacity. The complexity of attendance
problems is manifested by multiple risk factors at student, caregiver, family, peer,
school, community, and macro levels (Gubbels et al., 2019). The heterogeneity of
attendance problems is manifested by different forms along a spectrum (full and
partial day absences, skipped classes, tardiness, mental health symptoms interfering
with attendance) that vary over time (Knollmann et al., 2022). The opacity of
attendance problems is manifested by concurrent, fluid characteristics such as residential
mobility that make student tracking and assessment difficult (Chen et al., 2016).
Furthermore, these facets have been exacerbated by recent health crises, technological
and demographic changes, modified instructional formats, and global economic
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challenges. In addition, attendance problems are addressed by
professionals from many different disciplines, and variously
across geographical areas, which has led to a wide array
of systemic and analytic interventions that are rarely well-
coordinated or integrated (Kearney, 2021).

One potential coordinated, integrated approach to
ameliorate attendance problems (and boost school attendance)
is to leverage existing school-based systems already designed to
address multiple individual domains of functioning in students
(e.g., academic, social performance) and to address complex
systemic problems such as school safety, violence, disciplinary
issues, mental health challenges, climate, and inequities in access
to student services and supports. These systems of support can
be arranged in tiers (multi-tiered systems of support) based
on individual student need that include Tier 1 strategies to
help prevent a problem or to augment an area of strength, Tier
2 strategies to provide early intervention to those in need of
extra assistance, and Tier 3 strategies to provide later, intensive
intervention to those in need of substantial assistance.

Kearney and Graczyk (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014, 2020;
Kearney, 2016; Kearney et al., 2019; Graczyk and Kearney,
2022) outlined the main parameters of a multidimensional
multi-tiered systems of support (MD-MTSS) framework
for school attendance/problems and issued preliminary
recommendations for implementation. Tier 1 includes universal
interventions to enhance school climate, safety, health, student
skills, parental involvement, and school readiness; as well
as district-wide attendance initiatives and school dropout
prevention components. Tier 2 includes clinical approaches
for acute/emerging attendance problems related to mental
health issues; student engagement initiatives; and teacher
and peer mentoring programs. Tier 3 includes expanded
Tier 2 strategies and intensive case study and management,
among other elements. An MD-MTSS framework can be
modified to simultaneously accommodate numerous domains
(e.g., developmental levels; see Kearney and Graczyk, 2020)
and special circumstances (e.g., health emergencies; Kearney
and Childs, 2021). MD-MTSS frameworks for attendance
problems remain in the nascent stage but the individual
components that can comprise each stage have moderate to
strong empirical support (McIntosh and Goodman, 2016). In
addition, researchers have implemented strategies to address
school attendance and its problems utilizing MD-MTSS as a
theoretical context (e.g., Young et al., 2020).

Kearney and Graczyk (2020) noted that emerging MD-
MTSS frameworks for attendance problems may have restricted
applicability to school districts, particularly large urban ones,
with very high rates of chronic absenteeism. In the United States,
30.2% of students attend urban schools, some of which
are part of the largest districts in the country and some
of which have substantially elevated school absenteeism and
dropout rates (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).
Three key challenges help explain why emerging school-based
MD-MTSS frameworks may have restricted applicability in

these districts. First, many school districts with very high rates
of chronic absenteeism are in areas with external and deep
structural inequalities and multiple fundamental barriers to
school attendance (Singer et al., 2021). Second, many school
districts with very high rates of chronic absenteeism are in
areas where support services are fragmented and uncoordinated
(Singh et al., 2017). Families of youth with attendance problems
must often navigate sparse and/or splintered avenues of
support. Third, many school districts with very high rates of
chronic absenteeism are faced with enormous student caseloads
that overwhelm in-house support services (e.g., school-based
counselors, psychologists, social workers) (Braun et al., 2020).

MTSS approaches in general are designed to accommodate
10–15% of students transitioning to Tier 2 and 1–5% of students
transitioning to Tier 3 (McDaniel et al., 2015). In districts
with very high rates of chronic absenteeism, however, Tier
2 and 3 cases can surge to 50% or more; schools are not
typically equipped to provide Tier 2/3 services to more than
20–30% of students (Kilgus and Eklund, 2016). The purpose
of this perspective article is thus to begin a discussion as to
how MD-MTSS frameworks for attendance problems could be
fundamentally reconfigured in areas with very high rates of
chronic absenteeism. Recommendations are provided at each
tier, with the understanding that original notions of how MD-
MTSS tiers are ostensibly constructed and aimed must be
unlearned in these circumstances. At Tier 1, this can include
root cause analysis and remediation of barriers to school
attendance as well as shared alliances and community schools.
At Tier 2, this can include mapping community assets, reducing
barriers to care, and modifying supports based on cultural
relevance, existing resources, and equity. At Tier 3, this can
include a centralized catchment and intervention process linked
to a coordinated system of care as well as alternative, creative,
and viable pathways to school completion.

Tier 1

Researchers have noted that fundamental intervention
processes for areas of high absenteeism severity must include
a root cause analysis of systemic barriers to attendance,
many of which can be external to educational centers and
sometimes unique to a specific geographical area (Lenhoff
et al., 2020). Systemic barriers can include digital divides, food
insecurity, poor housing quality, frequent residential mobility,
transportation challenges, lengthy and unsafe avenues to school,
and resource deprivation via underemployment and limited
access to support services (Gottfried et al., 2022; Kearney et al.,
2022). As such, Tier 1 interventions must include identifying
primary community aspects that impede school attendance as
well as partnering with external agencies to ameliorate these
barriers. The surrounding community must thus become an
additional and sometimes primary target of intervention (Childs
and Grooms, 2018). Political and organizational challenges
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to this process can include decentralized school districts and
service agencies, varied lines of authority, and ingrained deficit-
oriented beliefs; schools have been encouraged to fund and
develop research partnerships to enhance connectivity with
key social welfare entities, examine empirical evidence on root
causes and solutions, and utilize data to shape policy decisions
(Lenhoff and Singer, 2022).

This shift in mindset requires less burden on under-
resourced schools and more burden on shared alliances for
purposes of community development and positive youth
development frameworks (Zaff et al., 2015). School absenteeism
is often a complex, multigenerational, and relentless (wicked)
problem (Childs and Lofton, 2021). As such, shared alliances
are necessary to address multilayered characteristics and can
include collaborations among agencies (e.g., education, housing,
legal, public health, welfare) to better track students removed
from the educational process and to develop comprehensive
early warning and intervention systems salient to a particular
area. An example involves multiagency collaboration in areas
of housing instability and residential mobility to facilitate rental
assistance and transportation to a previous school for vulnerable
students (Fenelon et al., 2021).

Kearney and Graczyk (2020) noted as well that the
very nature of a school’s purpose must change in MD-
MTSS frameworks of school attendance/problems in areas of
high absenteeism severity. This can include family-school-
community partnerships and full-service community schools
to address the needs of vulnerable students by integrating
community agencies into a school setting (see Oakes et al.,
2017). Such arrangements are designed to minimize cost,
transportation challenges, stigma, and wait time as well
as to identify families with needs that supersede school
attendance. In addition, such arrangements require alignment
with a surrounding community and its challenges, meaning an
emphasis on democratic collaboration, educational and social
justice, empowerment, equity, and strengths-based principles
(Bryan et al., 2020). Best practice examples may be derived
from positive behavior intervention support programs that
have been adapted for large districts (Netzel and Eber, 2003)
and that address barriers such as lack of training, limited
financial resources, resistance, low expectations, and poor
fidelity (Warren and Robinson, 2015).

Tier 2

As mentioned, school districts with very high levels of
chronic absenteeism are often in areas with fragmented and
uncoordinated systems of support. This is unfortunate because
Tier 2 attendance problems often demand rapid, specialized,
and streamlined responses. As such, a priority of Tier 2
systems of support must include thorough community asset
mapping to identify mental health and academic support
options, particularly for vulnerable students such as those

with disabilities (Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2021). In addition,
community providers such as physicians, psychologists, and
social workers can be enlisted to reduce barriers to care.
Examples include providing prompt and low-cost services,
resolving educational access issues, engaging in culturally
competent care, conducting forensic assessments in legal
settings, identifying neurodevelopmental problems, facilitating
access to preschool and academic supports, and advocating for
nuanced treatment rather than punitive approaches (Kearney
and Benoit, 2022).

Tier 2 supports in large school districts require other
modifications as well. Walter et al. (2019) noted that tiered
approaches must reduce burden on school districts by
emphasizing available crisis services, extended capacity building
as a separate part of tier development, and shared decision
making and local control. Schools can engage in self-assessment
to measure existing resources, build a roadmap to develop
further support services, and develop an attendance action plan
(Attendance Works, 2021). Malone et al. (2021) also emphasized
the importance of cultural relevance for Tier 2 systems
with respect to language, goals, program content, and local
community context; other recommendations included helping
students navigate hostile racial school climates and promote
racial identity development as well as engaging stakeholders
who reflect the values and culture of students in various
interventions. Others have discussed the need for enhanced
equity in Tier 2 interventions involving special education as
well as access to culturally responsive interventions (DeBoer
et al., 2022; Raviv et al., 2022). Tier 2 approaches for these areas
must also fully incorporate trauma-informed practices given
elevated rates of adverse child experiences that impact school
attendance (Stempel et al., 2017). Trauma-informed practices
must emphasize growth mindsets and cultural responsiveness
(Thomas et al., 2019) and are linked to increased school
attendance via improved functioning in daily living, emotional
regulation, interpersonal relationships, and fewer symptoms of
mental disorder (Dorado et al., 2016).

Tier 3

As mentioned, local school-based support systems (e.g.,
school counselors, psychologists, social workers) are typically
overwhelmed by high student caseloads in areas of very high
chronic absenteeism. This is particularly problematic with
respect to Tier 3 cases that demand inordinate time for data
collection, analysis, and management. As such, mechanisms
are needed to draw Tier 3 cases into a centralized catchment
and intervention process that has the resources required to
holistically assess student/family history, interface with multiple
professionals relevant to a case (e.g., physician, probation officer,
special education teacher), and develop and coordinate intricate
and prolonged interventions. Existing entities such as district-
wide panels and school review boards can be repurposed toward
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this end to allow local school-based support systems to focus
more on Tier 2 cases. This would involve blending school-
based referrals with a system of coordinated care that addresses
economic (e.g., employment, financial, nutrition assistance),
logistical (e.g., housing, transportation), physical and mental
health/disability (e.g., medical, counseling, psychoeducational
centers), and legal and other relevant domains. Such an
approach in a real-world setting requires strong district
commitment and investment in training as well as collaboration
between districts as students transfer from one to the other
(Battal et al., 2020).

Tier 3 interventions will also require expanded use of
existing mechanisms to provide alternative, creative, and viable
pathways to school completion. Accommodation plans can
be used to establish part-time attendance schedules, family
and mental health support, modifications in class schedule
and academic work, mentoring and tutoring, assessment of
learning and other disorders, and other palliative options
(Kearney, 2016). More broadly, Tier 3 practices must include
a district-wide policy review to reduce the use of suspensions
and expulsions to address school absenteeism and to establish
more restorative responses. Part of this effort can include
flexible and personalized methods of school completion
based on individual circumstances and interests that extend
into emerging adulthood; examples include partnerships with
community-based learning centers, home-based and virtual
programs, year-round schooling, extra-year and credit recovery
initiatives, and second-chance options (Zhang et al., 2020).
Unlearning traditional notions of “seat time” and instead
utilizing more flexible, valid methods to define attendance for
diverse, contemporary learning formats must also be prioritized
(National Forum on Education Statistics, 2021; Kearney and
Gonzálvez, 2022).

Conclusion

MD-MTSS frameworks hold promise but remain a work
in progress for addressing school attendance and its problems.
Part of this evolutionary process must involve unlearning
original notions of these frameworks to better apply them to
different geographical areas with very high levels of absenteeism.
Such unlearning will require innovative and sometimes radical

reconfigurations at both systemic and analytic levels. In related
fashion, such unlearning must account for large-scale changes
in pedagogy, technology, demographics, and macroeconomic
and political factors/constraints. With respect to the latter,
stakeholders have noted the tension between expectations for
schools to improve attendance with existing, limited resources
and what communities must do to reduce or eliminate structural
inequalities that continue to exacerbate widespread attendance
problems. An unlearning process must therefore absorb not
only circumscribed technical and policy issues but also broader
political and economic issues. We invite further discussions in
this regard across disciplines.
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