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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Public Act 99-0432 called for the creation of a commission to study chronic absenteeism
in 1llinois schools and to map a blueprint for actions to limit its occurrence. This
commission was directed to identify strategies, mechanisms, and approaches to help
parents, educators, principals, superintendents, and the Illinois State Board of Education
(ISBE) address and prevent chronic absenteeism. The commission must make
recommendations to the General Assembly and ISBE in order to achieve five outcomes
designed to remediate attendance issues across the state:

1. A standard for attendance and chronic absenteeism, defining attendance as a
calculation of standard clock hours in a day that equal a full day based on
instructional minutes for both a half day and a full day per learning environment

2. Mechanisms to improve data systems to monitor and track chronic absenteeism
across this state in a way that identifies trends from prekindergarten through
grade 12 and allows the identification of students who need individualized
chronic absenteeism prevention plans

3. Mechanisms for reporting and accountability for schools and districts across
this state, including creating multiple measure indexes for reporting

4. Best practices for utilizing attendance and chronic absenteeism data to create
multi-tiered systems of support and prevention that will result in students being
ready for college and career

5. New initiatives and responses to ongoing challenges presented by chronic
absenteeism

In the five years since the Illinois Attendance Commission (the commission) began to meet,
there has been much movement toward fulfillment of the five legislated outcomes that
were conceived to forecast a sequential pattern of events to guide change. Defining the
problem, tracking the data, assuming accountability for what the data reveals, providing
tiered supports for students identified through data for interventions, and accepting the
challenge to launch initiatives to assist students and their families resolve the issues that
contribute to missed school days provided a tactical approach to a mounting problem that
has garnered national attention.

The calendar year 2020, however, was a year marked by remote learning that began in
March and for many students continued on through the fall due to COVID-19 restrictions.
Many children were not able to participate in remote learning due to lack of equipment or
internet connections, some of which was remedied in the fall with the distribution of
laptops and some provision of internet access. Many children were involved in the
completion of work packets for months on end.

Attendance during the pandemic became extremely difficult to track. Some students
initially joined their online classes but later were less zealous about participating. Many




students did not have the capability to join at all. School attendance during the spring and
fall of 2020 became increasingly difficult to measure. Many professionals expressed their
concerns not only for the lack of likely academic gains during this time but for the mental
health and physical well-being of students during the extended learning times at home. It
is very ironic that the Attendance Commission is scheduled to sunset in the year 2020.

The commission held five meetings this year, during which the effects and solutions to
chronic absence and truancy were researched and elicited from successful practitioners and
consultants. The commission additionally has progress to report on many of the earlier
recommendations made in the five previous reports to the General Assembly.

Recommendations of the Attendance Commission 2020

The commission has several recommendations to make in this sixth annual report to the
General Assembly to continue to raise public awareness about the problem of chronic
absenteeism, promote accountability, encourage use of the state’s data storehouse, support
students and their families, and to advance practical solutions. These recommendations
include the following:

e The Attendance Commission recommends the continued use of the standard for
chronic absenteeism that was incorporated into the Illinois School Code when
House Bill 3139 passed the General Assembly and was signed into law (Public Act
100-0156) on August 18, 2017. Chronic absence means absences that total 10
percent or more of school days of the most recent academic school year, including
absences with and without valid cause as defined in Section 26-2a of the School
Code, and out-of-school suspensions for an enrolled student.

e The Attendance Commission recommends the continued use of the definition of a
school day defined in 2019 in 105 ILCS 5/10-19.05 that “for a pupil of legal school
age and in kindergarten or any of grades 1 through 12, a day of attendance shall be
counted only for sessions of not less than 5 clock hours of school work per day
under direct supervision of (i) teachers or (ii) non-teaching personnel or volunteer
personnel when engaging in non-teaching duties and supervising in instances
specified under the Code.” Exceptions were made to accommodate students for
whom learning cannot be defined by a simple five clock hour rule. This rule is
consistent with technological advances in learning, new concepts in educational
programming, and alternative education opportunities for dropouts and others
facing any number of challenges. Additionally, there were changes made to the
provisions for e-Learning days and alternative learning opportunities.

e |t was recently brought to the attention of the Attendance Commission that funding
for truancy programs like the Truants Alternative Optional Education Program
(TAOEP) have diminished 43 percent over the last ten years. Similarly, the
Regional Safe Schools Program, which provides services to students who are
eligible for suspension and expulsion, has witnessed an even larger drop in annual

2




support from the General Assembly -- from $18.5 million to $6 million. Both of
these programs serve students in need of intervention services; the diminished
funding greatly impacts the number of students that can be served. The Attendance
Commission recommends that the General Assembly moves to restore adequate
funding to these invaluable programs.

The Attendance Commission continues to recommend that every school district in
Illinois take advantage of Ed360’s unique and comprehensive web-based data
storehouse to access student attendance data and identify who needs attendance
supports and interventions. Currently, 91 percent of school districts in Illinois
participate in EJ360.

The Attendance Commission recommends the continued expansion of efforts to
collect attendance data among the youngest of our students in Illinois, those
enrolled in preschool programs as well as those who are not, and to use the data to
determine who needs interventions; to ascertain the presence of inequities, and to
formulate new policies through the Illinois Early Childhood Asset Map (IECAM),
which is funded by ISBE and the Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS).

The Attendance Commission recommends that chronic absence data remain an
accountability factor in the determination of school quality and student success in
the Illinois Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Plan. Research and discussion help
members of the commission to understand and communicate the message that
students reap huge dividends in academic and developmental outcomes when they
are encouraged to attend school on time every day. As stated in Framing the Issue
on page 8, “The incremental effect of daily school attendance facilitates the
transition of a student from school to career as a functioning and productive
member of society.”

The Attendance Commission recommends the Illinois Multi-Tier Systems of
Support (MTSS) Network for its provision of support models for students in need
of assistance for any reason — attendance, academic, and behavioral problems — in
order to maximize their educational experience and enhance their readiness for
college and career. Tiered supports should be applied in every school, including
publicly funded early childhood programs, to promote the advantages of regular
school attendance and to provide remedies to the barriers faced by some children
to regular school attendance.

The Attendance Commission suggests that solutions to chronic absenteeism can
often be revealed through contact with the family. School personnel have the ability
to listen and determine solutions by working with partnerships with community-
based organizations, government programs, churches, and nonprofit agencies.

a. The Attendance Commission recommends that schools develop or expand
protocols for greater communication and enduring partnerships with the
families of students whose attendance numbers trigger concerns about




students’ academic growth and developmental progress. Children are rarely
absent from school because they wish to challenge authority. The reasons
for school absences are more often rooted in physical or emotional
difficulties the child is not eager to discuss. Meaningful dialogue among
adults is far more productive.

b. Attendance data should be shared with families in real time (phone call,
text, or email). Principals should designate a school contact person with
whom parents can develop a relationship regarding attendance. Appropriate
data should be shared with parents to foster collaboration and to reinforce
and support student and parental engagement.

c. Every consultant, practitioner, administrator, or researcher who has either
investigated the problem of chronic absenteeism or employed successful
tactics to encourage improved levels of school attendance among formerly
chronically absent students acknowledges the importance of one particular
action — the engagement of families. The family holds not only the key to a
student’s absence, but the key to the solution as well.

A Standard for Chronic Absence

Two compelling reasons for the legislative launch of the Attendance Commission were the
parallel needs to define and measure chronic absenteeism. The convergence of national
concern over this issue was acknowledged in (ESSA). The collaboration of the Attendance
Commission with other governmental advisory bodies, such as the Illinois Balanced
Accountability Measurement Committee, resulted in a legal definition of chronic absence
in Illinois and the mandate to collect and review the data to determine who is in school and
who is not.

The General Assembly passed House Bill 3139, which defined chronic absence, in 2017.
It was sponsored chiefly by State Representative Linda Chapa LaVia, with Senate
sponsorship provided by State Senator Jacqueline Collins. Public Act 100-0156 (Appendix
E) became law when it was signed by Governor Bruce Rauner on August 18, 2017. It
provided the following legal definition of chronic absence in Illinois:

"Chronic absence" means absences that total 10% or more of school days of the
most recent academic school year, including absences with and without valid cause,
as defined in Section 26-2a of this Code, and out-of-school suspensions for an
enrolled student.

The current school year, 2020-21, marks the third time chronic absence is a statistic in
student/school/district records and has been included in the revised Illinois Report Card for
each school and district. Chronic absence is additionally incorporated into a logarithm as
an indicator of school success and a priority area for students of specific, at-risk
populations. The school success accountability measurement was also included in the state




Report Card; each school was provided with a school success ranking that ranged from
Exemplary, Commendable, and Targeted to Comprehensive. Schools in the Targeted and
Comprehensive categories receive additional support via IL-EMPOWER, ISBE’s system
of support.

Definition of a School Day

One of the first legislated outcomes of the Attendance Commission was the definition of a
school day. The five clock hour concept survived as the standard for a traditional school day
in a traditional school, but exceptions were made to accommodate students for whom
learning cannot be defined by a simple five clock hour rule. This rule is consistent with
technological advances in learning, new concepts in educational programming, and
alternative education opportunities for dropouts and others facing any number of challenges.

The historical background of this problem was the passage of the Evidence-Based Funding
for Student Success Act, which was signed into law by Governor JB Pritzker on August 31,
2017. Passage of this bill prompted the sunset of Section 18-8.05 of the School Code, which
previously defined the school day. ISBE then offered guidance that stated, “There is no
statutory minimum number of hours or minutes that constitutes an instructional day” and
advised each district to determine its own guidelines to allow for greater creativity in
educational programming. Members of the commission foresaw dramatic complications for
chronic absence measurements in a state with multiple determinations of the school day
concept.

Senator Jennifer Bertino-Tarrant, with House sponsorship by Representative Fred Crespo,
filed Senate Bill 0028 on January 10, 2019, to amend the School Code with a provision that
sought to restore the original definition of a school day. The bill was passed by both Houses
on May 21, 2019, and signed into law by Governor JB Pritzker on May 24, 2019. It went
into effect on July 1, 2019, as Public Act 101-0012, restoring the five clock hour day in most
situations. (Appendix F)

The General Assembly integrated a number of changes within the School Code this past
spring to address ongoing and emerging issues facing schools, students, and families as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. In part, Public Act 101-0643 gave the State
Superintendent the authority during a public health emergency to define the minimum
number of hours that shall constitute a school day. State Superintendent Carmen Ayala
directed that the minimum number of clock hours per school day shall remain at five hours.
(Appendix O)

Funding for Truancy Programs

It was recently brought to the attention of the Attendance Commission that funding for
truancy programs like TAOEP have diminished 43 percent over the last ten years.
Similarly, the Regional Safe Schools Program, which provides services to students who
are eligible for suspension and expulsion, has witnessed an even larger drop in annual
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support from the General Assembly -- from $18.5 million to $6 million. Both of these
programs serve students in need of intervention services, and the diminished funding
greatly impacts the number of students that can be served. (Appendix G)

Data Systems

Progress on the remainder of the commission’s legislated mandates has been ongoing and
successful. ISBE’s provision of the avenue for an improved, comprehensive data system that
would give the desired accessibility and the potential for report production and sharing
through Ed360 has enabled the efforts of districts to monitor and track chronic absenteeism
and identify trends from prekindergarten through grade 12. This system is a free, mobile-
friendly, secure web application built to support student instruction and record-keeping
through the use of the state data warehouse and is updated on a daily basis. It is now used by
91 percent of all school districts in Illinois.

Early Childhood Data Project

On January 23, 2020, the Attendance Commission heard from Brenda Koenig, a visiting
resource information specialist for IECAM. That organization is dedicated to the
vulnerable early childhood population; it focuses on gathering and posting data to be used
by researchers and formulating charts and maps to inform communities and data analysis
to determine inequities and to strengthen policy in Illinois. IECAM was developed in 2006
and is currently funded by ISBE and IDHS. It is housed at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign and is part of the Early Childhood Collective in the Special Education
Department within the College of Education. (Appendix H)

District Accountability for Chronic Absence

With regard to “mechanisms for reporting and accountability for schools and districts
across this state, including creating multiple measure indexes for reporting,” the
Attendance Commission continues to support the inclusion of chronic absenteeism on the
school Report Card and its continued use as an indicator of student success and school
quality in the ESSA State Plan. The degree to which a school or a district thoughtfully
pursues and attempts to resolve the reasons for a child’s absence correlates to the degree to
which a school or district is serious about its mission and feels an accountability for every
student on its rolls. A child who is missing more than ten percent of school days needs to
have discussions with caring adults about solutions.

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support

The incorporation of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) in the legislation in which
chronic absence was defined (Public Act 100-0156) has created public awareness and spurred
efforts to implement tiered levels of support for chronically absent students and their
families. The use of MTSS to respond to students’ chronic absenteeism and promote
resilience among youth was demonstrated at a commission meeting and is depicted in an
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informational PowerPoint (Family Engagement Series, PA 100-0156, Building Student
Resilience). (Appendix 1)

Family Engagement

Every consultant, practitioner, administrator, or researcher who has either researched the
problem of chronic absenteeism or employed successful tactics to encourage improved
levels of school attendance among formerly chronically absent students acknowledges the
importance of one particular action — the engagement of families. The family holds not
only the key to a student’s absence, but the key to the solution as well. For chronic truancy
to be resolved, parents must first be informed about the importance of school attendance,
notified when their child is missing from school, and engaged in meaningful dialogue as to
the reason for the missed school days. School officials and staff must be familiar with
available resources through the district and within the community to refer the family for
any assistance they may need to resolve whatever problem interferes with their student’s
regular school attendance

The Illinois P-20 Council Subcommittee on Family, Youth, and Community Engagement,
which is co-chaired by commission member Matthew John Rodriguez, has made
increasing parents' understanding of and awareness about school attendance and chronic
absenteeism one of the its priorities this year. It plans to collaborate with the Attendance
Commission to connect parents to resources they can use to understand the impact of
chronic absenteeism and how to support their students.

Best Practices

This year the Attendance Commission explored what constitutes best practices in the
consideration given to students displaced by COVID-19 restrictions; students beset by
mental health problems of their own or of a close family member; students for whom
learning was interrupted by lack of technology or internet connections; students who in
better times benefit from the learning and experience of an after-school program; and
students who will benefit from the efforts of teacher unions to educate members on
restorative justice practices and the determination of a school board advisory group to
bring about greater equity, diversity, and inclusion. ISBE recognized that overwhelming
need for student care by organizing a new Student Care Department in 2019 that is
dedicated to that very issue. The department deals with issues like time outs, restraint,
bullying, and other concerns that interfere with a child’s well-being and safety in school
and have a profound effect on attendance rates.




|. FRAMING THE ISSUE

Education is, simply stated, a vital preparatory process for life. An education enables the
acquisition of facts and skill mastery, fosters the development of higher-order thinking
skills, and provides a context for socialization. The life that beckons a young person after
12th grade is meant to offer choices about college, training, employment, and “for living
within a family ... within a community ...and for participating effectively in the democratic
process.” The incremental effect of daily school attendance facilitates the transition of a
student from school to career as a functioning and productive member of society.

Conversely, the incremental effect of missed school days renders a young person ill-
equipped to compete or contribute. Chronic rates of absence and truancy portend prospects
that provide less of a transition but rather an eventual erosion of choices, possibilities, and
hope.

Diminished dreams were the reality for 13 percent of Illinois students who were chronically
truant during the 2018-19 school year, compared to 1.9 percent reported for the 2002-03
school year. Chronic truants include students subject to compulsory attendance who have
been absent without valid cause for nine or more of the past 180 school days. (The Illinois
chronic truancy rate calculation was changed in July 2011 from missing 10 percent of
school days to 5 percent.)

It is the chronic absence rate, however, that has caused alarm among educators, as growing
numbers of students are absent from school at a skyrocketing rate. Nationwide, an
estimated 5 million to 7.5 million students are chronically absent each year, meaning they
miss 10 percent or more of the school year in excused and unexcused absences. That is
typically 18 days in a typical year.?

The overall chronic absence rate in Illinois was 18 percent during the most recent
completed regular school year, 2018-2019. That means that 360,000 students in our state
missed 10 percent or more of their school days. The rates were highest for students who
are Black (31 percent), Native American (21 percent), and low income (20 percent).
Students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) (28 percent) and students with
other disabilities that do not impede learning or require an IEP (25 percent) had chronic
absence rates that exceeded their nondisabled peers.

The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) within the U. S. Department of Education issued the first
national report on chronic absence in 2016. The report was subtitled “An unprecedented
look at a hidden educational crisis” because of the alarming lack of national focus on this
problem. The report cites the fact that 6 million students missed 15 or more days of school
in 2013-14, a figure that represents 14 percent of the population, or one in seven students
overall. One in five adolescent high school students is chronically absent, and students with
disabilities miss school at a rate one-and-a-half times more than their nondisabled peers.

! Harvey, James. Center on Reinventing Public Education at the University of Washington.

2 Attendance Works. Balfanz, R., and Byrnes, V. The Importance of Being in School: A Report on
Absenteeism in the Nation’s Public Schools. Johns Hopkins University Center for Social Organization
of Schools, Baltimore, Maryland. 2012.




OCR explained, “Education can only fulfill its promise as the great equalizer — a force
that can overcome differences in privilege and background — when we work to ensure that
students are in school every day and receive the supports they need to learn and thrive.”?

Here in Illinois, the Chicago Tribune laid bare school attendance issues in districts across
the state, but most notably in the Chicago Public Schools (CPS). The newspaper produced
an investigative series of stories in November 2012 titled An Empty Desk Epidemic, which
reported that during the 2010-11 school year, 32,000 CPS students missed at least four
weeks of school. When the data was disaggregated, it revealed that 20 percent of African-
American students missed at least four weeks of school, as did large percentages of students
with disabilities -- 42.2 percent of those with emotional disorders; 15.4 percent of those
with learning disabilities; and 21.7 percent of students with cognitive impairments, autism,
and sensory disabilities. This data did not include students with disabilities requiring 504
Plans for classroom accommodations. It is believed that including these students would
actually increase the percentages of student with disability absences.

Perhaps one of the more shocking statistics highlighted in this series was the fact that 36
percent of African-American kindergartners missed at least four weeks of school. Students
who are chronically absent in kindergarten and first grade are less likely to read proficiently
by the time they finish third grade. Preliminary data in California found that 17 percent of
students with demonstrated school attendance difficulties were reading at grade level by
the end of third grade, compared to 62 percent who attended regularly.*

Researchers have also trained their lenses on preschool attendance irregularities. A recent
report by the University of Chicago’s Consortium on School Research highlights a nearly
40 percent spike in absenteeism among preschoolers in Chicago because of either illness
or family logistics. The loss of valuable school time is naturally a concern, but research
demonstrates that irregular preschool attendance fosters a lifelong pattern of absence, as
these are the children who later drop out of school.®

In response to the stunning revelations in the Chicago Tribune series and national absence
and truancy findings, State Representative Linda Chapa LaVia sponsored a bill (House
Joint Resolution 0001) to identify the scope of truancy within Chicago and convene a task
force to address these pressing issues. The Truancy in Chicago Public Schools Task Force
met monthly for eight months and issued a report in July 2014 with recommendations to
address the issues of truancy and absenteeism within CPS. Task force recommendations
included the need for a review of terminology related to school absence, the development
of an improved and accessible database for accurate and timely tracking of student
attendance, the necessity of a broad-based marketing campaign to encourage greater school
attendance, the use of staff to serve as attendance liaisons to interact with students and

3 Chronic Absenteeism in the Nation's Schools: An unprecedented look at a hidden educational crisis. U. S.
Department of Education. 2016.

4 Jackson, David; Marx, Gary; and Richards, Alex. An Empty Desk Epidemic. Chicago Tribune. 2012.

S Ehrlich, Stacy B.; Gwynne, Julia A.; Pareja, Amber Stitziel; and Allensworth, Elaine M.; with Moore,
Paul; Jagesic, Sanja; and Sorice, Elizabeth. Preschool Attendance in Chicago Public Schools:
Relationships with Learning Outcomes and Reasons for Absences. University of Chicago’s Consortium
on Chicago School Research. 2013.




parents on issues related to chronic absence and truancy, provision of prevention outreach
and targeted interventions that embrace an MTSS framework, and the need for the
establishment of a permanent statewide commission to continue the work started by the
task force.

Shortly after the task force concluded its work, Representative Chapa LaVia moved to
facilitate the establishment of an attendance commission to operate statewide for a five-
year period to provide a longer time frame for representatives from educator and
administrator professional organizations and affiliations, state agencies with education and
child welfare relevance, and several nonprofits that advocate for children and families to
research, analyze, propose, and implement the means through which absenteeism and
truancy could be sharply curtailed in our state.

Finally, the spotlight on chronic absence and truancy was expanded when ESSA was
signed into law on December 10, 2015, by President Barack Obama. This legislation marks
the first time lawmakers have inserted the requirement that states must report chronic
absenteeism rates. ESSA is notable for reducing the federal government’s control over
education by increasing states’ accountability for student achievement. This law recognizes
the need to count and report the numbers of students who are not in school and, therefore,
not on track to be prepared to lead productive, fulfilling lives.
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ILLINOIS PUBLIC ACT 99-0432 AND THE DUTIES OF THE COMMISSION

Pursuant to Public Act 99-0432, the Attendance Commission is created to study chronic
absenteeism in this state and make recommendations for strategies to prevent chronic
absenteeism. The commission shall have the following duties:

A. ldentify strategies, mechanisms, and approaches to help parents, educators,
principals, superintendents, and the State Board of Education address and prevent
chronic absenteeism and shall recommend to the General Assembly and State
Board of Education:

1.

A standard for attendance and chronic absenteeism, defining attendance as a
calculation of standard clock hours in a day that equal a full day based on
instructional minutes for both a half day and a full day per learning
environment;

Mechanisms to improve data systems to monitor and track chronic absenteeism
across this state in a way that identifies trends from prekindergarten through
grade 12 and allows the identification of students who need individualized
chronic absenteeism prevention plans;

Mechanisms for reporting and accountability for schools and districts across
this state, including creating multiple measure indexes for reporting;

Best practices for utilizing attendance and chronic absenteeism data to create
multi-tiered systems of support and prevention that will result in students being
ready for college and career; and

New initiatives and responses to ongoing challenges presented by chronic
absenteeism.

B. Hold hearings on a periodic basis to receive testimony from the public regarding
attendance.

C. Submit an annual report to the General Assembly and the State Board of Education
no later than December 15 of each year through December 15, 2020.

House Bill 4343, filed on November 24, 2015, by Representative Chapa LaVia delayed the
filing deadline for the commission’s initial report to March 15, 2016, since the commission
did not begin to meet until December 2015. This bill was enacted as Public Act 99-0601
and was approved by Governor Rauner on July 22, 2016.
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1. CURRENT STATUTORY AND REGULATORY LANDSCAPE RELATED TO
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

DEFINITION OF A SCHOOL DAY

105 ILCS 5/10-19.05
Section 10-19.05. Daily pupil attendance calculation.

(@)

(b)

(©)

(d)

Except as otherwise p