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Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation Unveils Chronic Absence Report
Revealing Startling Issue and its Impact on Houston

September is National Literacy Awareness and National Attendance Awareness Months. In recognition of
the importance of regular school attendance on reading achievement levels, the Barbara Bush Houston
Literacy Foundation (BBHLF) released a special report, titled When Students Miss School: The High Cost
to Houston, researched and written by BBHLF president Julie Baker Finck, Ph.D. The report provides a
detailed look at chronic absence in the Houston Independent School District for the 2014-2015 school
year and discusses the impact poor attendance has on student achievement, classroom instruction and
district finances. Furthermore, the comprehensive report illustrates chronic absence issues across grades
and demographics, explains the interrelationship between chronic absence and reading achievement
levels and offers an evidenced-based, community approach to increasing attendance rates, and
ultimately achievement and graduation rates.

Chronic absence is defined as a student missing 10 percent –that’s nearly a month—or more days of
school in a single year and is a root cause to low literacy levels among school age children, regardless of
demographic. Research shows, and it is evidenced in Houston’s own data, that when children attend
school regularly, they are more likely to achieve academically. Reducing chronic absence is an important
strategy for increasing literacy rates identified in the Foundation’s Houston’s Literacy Crisis: A Blueprint
for Community Action report released in 2014. In HISD, the largest district in Texas, approximately 1 in 10
students, that’s more than 21,400 enrolled at any time last year, were chronically absent from school.
“Chronically absent students miss valuable instruction from their teachers.” explained Dr. Finck. “It is
difficult to improve literacy rates when far too many of Houston’s children are not attending school on a
regular basis.”

Key findings in the report include:

• Approximately 21,400 or 9.3 percent of the nearly 231,000 children who were enrolled in HISD at
any time during the school year were chronically absent, missing 18 or more school days of
school and contributing to the overall district Average Daily Attendance (“ADA”) rate of 95.5
percent.

• Of the students who were chronically absent, there was an over representation of students from
low-income families (86 percent) as compared to the percent of students considered
economically disadvantaged enrolled in the district (75.5 percent). Economically disadvantaged
students were more disproportionately chronically absent in lower grade levels than in secondary
grade levels.

• A disproportionate percent of chronically absent students were African American at every grade
level. The highest rates of chronic absence among African American students were evidenced
during kindergarten through 6th grade, the grade levels which had the lowest chronic absence
levels district wide and the years which set a foundation of knowledge and skills upon which
future learning is built.

• Chronic absence was the highest at the high school level, ranging from a low of 15.8 percent for
10th-graders and a high of 22.6 percent for 12th-graders.



• Data illustrates that all students, regardless of race/ethnicity are more likely to achieve at higher
levels on tests required for graduation when they attend school on a regular basis. Specifically,
the following results were uncovered:

o Students in grades 3 through 8 who had more regular attendance met Satisfactory Level
2 on the STAAR reading exam at rates of 12 to 20 percent higher than their chronically
absent peers.

o Of the more than 25,500 students who took the STAAR English I and English II End of
Course (EOC) in 2015, students who missed fewer than 18 days of school were two
times more likely to pass the required exam than chronically absent students. In addition,
African American, Asian and Hispanic students who missed 17 or fewer days of school
were at least two times more likely to pass the STAAR English I and English II EOCs
required for graduation than students of their same race/ethnicity who were chronically
absent.

Reducing chronic absence requires a comprehensive, community approach that involves policy makers,
governmental agency directors, business leaders, social service, health and medical care providers,
community representatives and families working in tandem with district and school leaders and staff. “We
must come together as a community to elevate attendance as an important strategy for success and to
provide the necessary support for every child to attend school on a regular basis. Our results will be
evident through a higher graduation rate, a lower dropout rate and a more highly-skilled workforce,” says
Dr. Finck.

The analysis of Houston’s attendance is part of a growing national movement to use look beyond daily
attendance averages and use chronic absenteeism as an early warning sign at any age.

“Whether the absences are excused or unexcused, missing too much school can leave grade 3 students
unable to read proficiently, grade 6 students failing classes, and grade 9 students headed toward
dropping out.” said Hedy Chang, director of Attendance Works, a national nonprofit dedicated to
improving the policy and practice around school attendance.

About the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation

The Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation, co-chaired by Neil and Maria Bush, was established as
a charitable organization focused on improving the quality of life for Houston residents through the power
of literacy. The Foundation advocates for literacy as a fundamental right of everyone and a foundational
skill towards success in life. In 2013, the Bush Family created the Houston-based foundation separate
from the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy, a national foundation, in response to the need to
deepen the awareness of and intensify services and support for the nation’s fourth largest and most
diverse city – Houston. For more information, visit www.bushhoustonliteracy.org/ or follow us on
Facebook at www.facebook.com/bushhoustonliteracy and on Twitter @BushHoustonLit.

About Attendance Works

Attendance Works is a national nonprofit dedicated to improving the policy and practice around school
attendance. It promotes awareness of the critical connection between attendance and achievement, and
it provides data tools, templates and promotional materials for improving attendance. For more
information, visit www.attendanceworks.org or follow us on Twitter @attendanceworks.
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