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There is no program and no policy that can substitute for a parent who is involved in their child’s 
education from day one.  

—President Barack Obama 

Introduction 

 In the heart of St. Louis, MO is an elementary school much like other city schools, which 

serves a population of high-risk children in need of support.  In 2010, the student population was 

99% African American and 95% received free/reduced lunch (MO Dept. of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (MDESE), 2010).  Many students are born to teenage mothers (MO Kids 

Count, 2009).  The school neighborhood is filled with condemned buildings and shootings are 

frequent on the streets.  In 2009 only 54% of students were proficient in communication arts and only 

18.6% in mathematics.  In this same year, the schools average daily attendance was 89%.  Average 

daily attendance is generally calculated by the number of days enrolled students actually attend 

school divided by the number of days in a school year (MN Dept. of Education, 2010).  In a typical 

school year there are 180 days.  Therefore, an average daily attendance of 89% means the average 

student is missing 20 days of school (Larson, Zuel & Swanson, 2009).   

 While this image is not familiar to everyone, it is quite ordinary for people working in urban 

inner-city schools.  In the 1996 National Center for Education Statistics, Condition of Education 

Report (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2004), 11.9% of teachers in inner-city elementary public schools 

stated that absenteeism was a serious issue, whereas 5.8% of teachers in suburban schools reported it 

as an issue and only 3.8% of teachers in rural schools.  The report also found that absenteeism 

increased with percentage of students receiving free/reduced lunch in school, linking poverty and 

poor attendance.  When 4th grade students were asked about their attendance in the previous month 

in the 2006 Condition of Education Report, 19% reported missing 3 or more days.  Of that number, 

approximately 12% had missed 3-4 days while about 7% had missed 5 or more days.  In this same 
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report, NCES again found that students were more likely to miss 3 or more days if they were eligible 

for free/reduced lunch (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006).   

Current Study 

 While many solutions have been posited to help improve student attendance, parent 

involvement is one of the most frequently cited (Chang & Romero, 2008; Teasley, 2004; Epstein & 

Sheldon, 2002).  In fact, many schools are now implementing parent engagement activities to 

increase parent involvement, which may in turn lead to positive student outcomes, including 

increased student attendance (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2004).  Additionally, the No Child Left 

Behind Act requires all schools receiving Title 1 funds to use at least 1% of their funding on parent 

involvement outreach.  However, there has yet to be any concrete evidence that suggests that school 

policies promoting outreach does in fact lead to improved attendance. 

 This study seeks to discover if six parent engagement policies, with no particular attendance 

messages, are associated with improvements in student average daily attendance (ADA) for 

kindergarten students.  Using the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class dataset, 

we assess the effects of the policies being implemented and also the effects of the frequency of their 

implementation on ADA.  Additionally, we assess if different parent involvement activities are 

effective for low versus high income students.  The findings reveal that activities designed to 

improve school-home communication are most effective in increasing ADA but unfortunately, the 

remaining policies are not associated with any improved attendance.  Furthermore, home visits with 

parents are actually associated with decreases in ADA.  In the end, we attempt to interpret these 

findings and provide suggestions for policies that may be better suited for increasing average daily 

attendance.   

 

 

 



3 
 

Previous Research 

Causes of absenteeism 

 Absenteeism can be brought on by a number of factors ranging from disorderly family 

situations to poor health to lack of connection with school or disinterest (Teasley, 2004).  Yet, while 

some grounds for missing school are due to a one time incident, there are several family risk factors, 

mainly maternal, that have been significantly associated with chronic low attendance.  These factors 

include, but are not limited to, low mother education, mother unemployment, four or more children 

in the home, poor child health, poor parent health and single motherhood.  Moreover, children living 

in poverty are more likely to experience any of these risks (Romero & Lee, 2008).  Children living in 

poverty are also more likely to experience cumulative risk, exposure to more than one risk early in 

life (Romero & Lee, 2008).  In turn, Chang & Romero (2008) found that on average, children living 

below the federal poverty line missed slightly over one day more of school than their non-poor peers.  

While this does not sound like a large amount, there are reasons why being present in school is even 

more important for these low-income students. 

Consequences of absenteeism 

 Low average daily attendance brings about consequences for both students and schools.  In 

their 2008 report, Chang & Romero state that attendance in early education is critical because it is a 

time when children learn key social and academic skills.  Yet, attendance in kindergarten tends to be 

poor because parents view it as a transition into formal education rather than the beginning of formal 

schooling.  Attendance and formal schooling is particularly important for low-income youth who 

often begin school with less social capital than their wealthier peers.  These students are more likely 

to begin school with no formal preschool history (Chang & Romero, 2008) and are more likely to 

come from homes where parents are less educated or have less time to spend with them on academics 

(Ready, 2010).   
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 The consequences of absenteeism can affect anyone though.  Poor attendance in elementary 

school has been found to negatively affect reading and math scores (Chang & Romero, 2008; 

Lamdin, 1996) and to be associated with continued absenteeism in later grades (Chang & Romero, 

2008).   Furthermore, truancy in later school years is a predictor of drug and alcohol use in 

adolescence (Hallfors, Vevea, Iritani, Cho, Khatapoush, & Saxe, 2002).  Instruction for the entire 

classroom also suffers when teachers have to spend time catching up the few students who missed 

school (National Association of Elementary School Principles (NAESP), 2001). Schools are 

therefore tasked with trying to conceive ways to improve their students' attendance.  

NCLB and Attendance Consequences for Schools  

 Schools are not only concerned about their students' well-being; there are other reasons they 

must be aware of attendance.  To date, some states still base their school funding on average daily 

attendance (Chang & Romero, 2008).  Yet, with the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 

2001, even more is on the line if students are not in class learning.  NCLB requires schools to meet a 

yearly set of standards in order to reach proficiency targets by the 2013-2014 school year.  These 

standards, called Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), while mandated by the federal government, are 

set individually by each state.  The main function of the AYP is to monitor achievement levels on 

math, reading and science state standardized tests.  Schools have until the 2013-2014 school year to 

ensure all students in their school meet proficiency levels.  In order to ensure progress towards this 

goal, each state sets benchmark levels for the percent of students who must be proficient in each 

subject each year.  Benchmarks are set not only for the entire student body, but also for subgroups of 

students by race, income level, English proficiency and individualized education programs.  

Examining these subgroups helps to ensure that some students are not falling behind in comparison 

to the entire student body.  The incremental benchmarks are purposeful so that 100% proficiency will 

be reached by 2014.  If a school does not meet these standards for two years in a row, consequences 

occur (MDESE, 2010; MN Dept. of Education, 2010).   
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 Secondly, NCLB allowed states to set additional indicators for schools to meet such as 

average daily attendance (ADA).  Many states, including Missouri, Illinois and Minnesota have 

developed such benchmarks.  While the range for acceptable ADA varies, it has been seen as low as 

90% or as high as 93%.  Some states have one set percentage that schools must meet every year, 

while others (IL) set a higher benchmark every year (IL State Board of Education, 2010).  Again, 

while this varies state by state, many states do not require the school to automatically meet the 

benchmark, but must show an increase in ADA relative to the previous year to meet acceptable 

performance standards. 

 Both the attendance and standardized test scores of NCLB have placed increased pressure on 

schools to improve attendance.  If students are not attending school, achievement levels suffer 

(NAESP, 2001).  In turn, AYP for both ADA and standardized test scores are in jeopardy.  If a 

school fails to meet AYP for a content area or indicator for two consecutive years, the school will be 

placed in school improvement status (MDESE, 2010).  For schools not receiving Title 1 funds1 the 

consequences are minor.  The school is required to develop or revise a school-improvement plan 

within three months after being designated in need of improvement.  However, if a Title 1 school 

does not meet AYP for two consecutive years, there is a series of repercussions.  In addition to 

developing an improvement plan, Title 1 schools must also notify parents of their right to move their 

child to another public or charter school within the district that is not currently in school 

improvement status (MDESE, 2010).  If there are no alternatives for school choice or if the parent 

refuses to transfer the student, the school must provide supplemental education services to the 

student.   

                                                             
1The Johnson administration passed the Title 1 Act into law in 1965 under the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999).  Title 1 grants are given to schools to provide targeted or school-wide 
financial assistance.  Schools receiving school-wide funds must have at minimum 40% of their student population 
from low-income families (Section 114, Title 1 A).  Low income status can be determined three different ways, one 
of which is eligibility for free/reduced lunch (Section 1113, Title 1 A).  Gordon (2003) estimated that in 1992, the 
median participating district received about $800 per low-income pupil and $100 per pupil (averaged out over all 
students in a school). 
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Potential Solutions 

 Several researchers and practitioners have posited solutions to the absenteeism problem.  

Some solutions include attendance incentives, providing access to preventive health care, engaging 

children in their learning by offering higher quality education, and assigning frequently absent 

students to counselors or truancy officers (Teasley, 2004; Chang & Romero, 2008; NAESP, 2001).  

However, an intervention that is lauded by multiple experts is school parent involvement outreach.    

Parent Involvement as a Solution  

 Parent involvement/engagement is considered a way to moderate the home advantage 

between lower and upper income students by involving all parents in the school environment 

(Domina, 2005).  The theory behind parent engagement outreach is that a parent is more likely to get 

involved in their child's school if they believe that the school wants them to be involved (Hoover-

Dempsey & Sandler, 1997).  If a parent starts to get involved, McNeal (1999) suggests that this 

influences child outcomes in three ways.  It helps socialize the parent so that they convey the 

importance of school to their children.  It generates social control which better allows parents to 

monitor their children's behavior and it also gives parents access to insider information.  In turn, if a 

parent ultimately becomes engaged in their child's school, they are more likely to encourage their 

children to go to school, be aware of their student's attendance issues and are less likely to keep their 

child home when it is unnecessary (Sheldon & Epstein, 2002).   

Parental Involvement as Federal Policy 

 Over the last 40 years, the U.S. education system has also recognized the potential benefits of 

parental involvement and it has become a cornerstone for many policy initiatives.  Passed as part of 

President Johnson's War on Poverty in the 1960s, Title 1 and the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act were designed to meet the needs of low-income, disadvantaged students.  Although 

parental involvement was not a focus of the original law, it drew attention in its reauthorization in the 
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1970s when Congress mandated district wide and school-level parent advisory councils (Plunkett, 

1985). 

 Then, in 1994, the Goals 2000: Educate America Act passed creating a comprehensive list of 

eight goals for America's students and schools.  Number eight (U.S. Dept. of Education, 1994) stated 

that, "Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental involvement and 

participation in promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth of children".  Furthermore, in 

1996 the Clinton administration reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 

creating a new provision that schools receiving Title 1 funds must spend at least 1% of those funds to 

develop education "compacts" between families and schools.  Then in 2001, the Bush administration 

again reauthorized ESEA with NCLB, further increasing the importance of parental involvement by 

making this one of the six central goals (Domina, 2005; U.S. Dept of Education, 2004).  A newly 

designed Title 1, Part A hoped to close the achievement gap by creating more school accountability 

and also through parental involvement provisions that recognize that the involvement of parents in 

their child's education and schools is critical to their success (U.S. Dept of Education, 2004).   The 

newly revised Title 1, Part A gave a statutory definition to the term parental involvement.  Section 

9101(32) of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (p.9) defines parental involvement as "the 

participation of parents, in regular, two-way, and meaningful communication involving student 

academic learning and other school activities."  

 With the passage of NCLB, any school receiving Title 1 funds is required to develop, in 

conjunction with parents, a written parental involvement policy.  Within this policy schools must 

address three large issues: building communication, capacity for involvement, and accessibility.  To 

address the importance of parent teacher communication, the statute states that at minimum, on an 

ongoing basis, schools should offer annual parent-teacher conferences, frequent reports to parents on 

child's progress and opportunities to volunteer/observe a child's classroom. 
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 To build capacity for parent involvement, the statute requires that schools provide a means to 

help educate parents in topics such as state academic standards and literacy training and they must 

educate their staff about the utility of involved parents.  Furthermore, the statute provides several 

additional suggestions such as training parents to involve other parents or arranging school meetings 

at a variety of times or conducting in-home conferences.  Lastly, to increase accessibility, schools 

must provide all information, to the extent possible; in languages the family can understand and must 

strive to include families with limited English proficiency, disabilities or migratory families 

(Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Title 1, Part A, Section 1118). 

Categorization of Parent Involvement  

 Since the mid 1980s, Joyce Epstein has been writing about the effectiveness, and occasional 

ineffectiveness, of school's utilization of parent engagement activities to increase student outcomes.  

She categorized parent involvement into six labels: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning 

at home, decision making and collaborating with community (Epstein, 1995).  The categories 

recognize the various ways parents can become involved.  Volunteering and decision making 

activities encompass traditional school-based practices.  Parenting and learning are 

acknowledgements that a parent's home responsibilities affect a child's school outcomes and entail 

activities that help a parent fulfill their role.  The communication category includes activities that 

allow dialogue between school and home (Manz, Fantuzzo & Power, 2004).  Lastly, the 

collaboration with community category involves identifying and integrating resources from the 

community into school programs to help stimulate learning and strengthen school and family 

practices (Epstein, 1995).  

Research on parent involvement 

 Since these categorizations evolved, an abundance of research has surfaced regarding parent 

engagement.   Some studies have found that parents' level of engagement is contingent on family 

poverty levels, family structure (Cooper, 2010; Teasley, 2004), parents' self-efficacy for helping their 
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child succeed in school (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997), and parents' level of education (Manz, 

Fantuzzo & Power, 2004; Cooper, 2010; Stevenson & Baker, 1987).  Epstein & Sanders (2000) 

found that families with less education and lower income can become equally involved as their 

counterparts if schools have effective programs to engage them.  Yet, this evidence is confounded by 

Cooper (2010), who in her analysis of the ECLS-K dataset, found that parent outreach from schools 

prior to kindergarten was more effective in increasing involvement for higher income parents than 

for low-income parents. 

 However, it is uncertain if these potential disparities in parent involvement are a problem.  

There have been mixed reviews on the efficacy of parent involvement.  Some studies have found that 

parent involvement is associated with the following student outcomes: higher reading achievement, 

lower rates of grade retention, fewer years of special education up to age 14 (Miedel & Reynolds, 

1999), and teacher reports that children are performing to the best of their ability (Stevenson & 

Baker, 1987).  Yet, Domina (2005) found that after controlling for child and school characteristics, 

attending PTA meetings and volunteering in class were associated with increases in academic scores 

but attending parent-teacher conferences was actually negatively associated with student academics.  

Then, after adding additional controls for child's prior levels of achievement, none of the parent 

involvement activities were significantly associated with academic achievement.  Then, in the same 

study, Domina looked at the effects of parent engagement on behavior and found that, after 

controlling for a child's prior behavior problems, parents volunteering outside of the classroom (ex: 

assisting with field trips) was the only activity significantly associated with a decrease in behavior 

problems.  These findings suggest that parent involvement may not have a significant impact on 

student outcomes.  
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Parent Involvement and Absenteeism 

 While most of the research has analyzed parent involvement impacts on academic 

achievement, a few studies have looked at its effects on attendance.  To date, some parent 

involvement activities with specific attendance messages have been shown to reduce percent of 

chronic absentee students in schools and improve school level average daily attendance (Sheldon & 

Epstein, 2004; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002).  These studies found that the best parent involvement 

predictors for improving ADA were family workshops on attendance and connecting parents to a 

school contact.  Policies associated with decreases in chronic absenteeism (missing more than 10% of 

school in a year) were orienting parents about school expectations and sending home newsletters 

listing students who had good attendance.  Non-significant activities included home visits and 

contracts.  However, these studies did not control for child/parent level covariates and the findings 

were not generalizable to all U.S. public and private schools.     

 In another study, using the National Educational Longitudinal Study, McNeal (1999) created 

4 factor scores from parental reports of school involvement.  He then analyzed the effects of their 

involvement on three student outcomes, one being truancy.  McNeal found significant results at the 

10% level for all four factors.  Parent-child discussions about education, PTO involvement and 

monitoring were all associated with decreases in truancy while educational support strategies 

increased truancy levels.  However, many of the positive results disappeared when broken up into 

economic and racial categories, suggesting that parent involvement does not equally affect all 

students.   

Research Focus 

 To recap, research has shown that low-income students are more likely to have low-

attendance (Chang & Romero, 2008), experience more risk factors associated with poor attendance 

(Ready, 2010; Chang & Romero, 2008) and have parents who are less involved in school (McNeal, 
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1999; Teasley, 2004; Cooper, 2010).  Also, the effects of parent outreach activities on parent 

involvement are inconclusive (Epstein & Sanders, 2000 & Cooper, 2010). So, after controlling for a 

student's background, can school parent involvement outreach truly impact average daily attendance 

for any student?  Are certain practices more effective for low or high income students? 

 No Child Left Behind (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2004) touts that students with involved 

parents, no matter the socio-economic background, are more likely to attend school regularly.  As a 

result of this assertion, NCLB requires their Title 1 schools to use at least 1% of their funding on 

parent involvement outreach.  Therefore, it is important to know if this is an effective use of time and 

money.  NCLB's assertion does not attend to the question; do parent engagement policies equally 

affect involvement for low and high income parents, which in turn affects student attendance?  While 

this study does not directly assess the intermediary result of increased parent involvement, it does test 

the end result of changes in student attendance.   

 Due to the nature of poor attendance in kindergarten and the importance of attendance in 

early grades in setting the stage for future attendance, data collected from kindergartners will be 

analyzed.  This paper will first confirm the existence of differences between low and high income 

students by analyzing the following descriptive research questions: 

 1.  Does attendance differ between low-income and higher income kindergarten students? 

 2.  Are more low-income kindergarteners experiencing risk factors that are associated with 
 poor attendance, compared to higher income students? 

 3.  Are low-income kindergarten students in schools which offer different kinds of school 
 parent involvement activities compared to higher income students?  Are they in schools that 
 offer different frequencies of parent involvement activities? 

Then, the paper will analyze the following additional questions about the relationship between school 
policies and student attendance: 

 4.  Are parent-involvement activities alone associated with improved attendance? 

 5.  After controlling for child/family factors that affect school attendance, are parent 
 involvement activities associated with improved attendance for kindergarteners? 
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 6.  Are any parent-involvement activities associated with improved attendance for low-

 income students? For high-income students? 

Adding to the knowledge base 

 This study is unique in that it looks at the effect of school level policy initiatives on student 

level attendance while controlling for student and family level characteristics in addition to school 

characteristics.  This author is unaware of any prior study that has analyzed attendance using this 

multi-level method.  This will improve on previous studies by controlling for those individual level 

factors that affect attendance such as poverty and family risk factors.  Additionally, this study is 

unique because it will look at policies that are explicitly suggested in Title 1A Parent Engagement 

mandates.  Using these policies explicitly will allow the findings to be applicable to schools wishing 

to assess their NCLB Adequate Yearly Progress and their Title 1 parent engagement policies and 

practices. 

Data and Method 

Data  

 This study utilizes data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class 

(ECLS-K) for analysis.  The dataset allows policy makers to understand how various child, home, 

community, classroom and school factors affect a child's development over their young life course 

(Tourangeau, Nord, Sorongon, & Najarian, 2009).  The dataset is appropriate for this study as it 

contains information ideal for studying the relationship between socioeconomic status, student 

attendance and school programs and policies. 

 The ECLS-K, sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics, employed a 

multistage probability sample design to select a nationally representative sample of American 

kindergartens.  For the 1998 base year sample, surveyors selected 100 primary sampling units 

consisting of counties and groups of counties.  In the second stage of base year sampling, 1,277 

public and private schools were selected for participation in ECLS-K.  Lastly, a target sample of 
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approximately 24 students was chosen from each school or cluster of schools (Tourangeau, et.al, 

2009). 

 The entire ECLS-K contains seven waves of data collection: fall and spring of kindergarten, 

fall and spring of 1st grade and then spring of 3rd, 5th and 8th grade.  The first two waves of data 

collection took place during the fall and spring of the 1998-99 school year.  In fall 1998, baseline 

data was collected from child assessments, parent interviews and teacher surveys. Both telephone and 

in-person interviews were used to collect data for the parent assessments.  For the child baseline data, 

a trained assessor visited children in their schools and conducted an un-timed baseline assessment of 

children's reading, math and general knowledge.  Teachers completed surveys about their 

backgrounds, their classrooms and their assessment of the target child.  Parents were interviewed 

about the target child, their home environment, parenting behavior and family characteristics.   

 In the spring, child assessments, parent interviews and teacher surveys were completed again 

and school administrator and student record data was collected.  School administrators completed 

self-administered questionnaires regarding the school's physical characteristics, learning environment 

and programs and student population.  Lastly, schools filled out student record forms which provided 

information about student mobility and attendance.  This data is found in the suppressed data files 

(Cooper, 2010; Tourangeau, et.al, 2009). 

 The kindergarten data collection efforts yielded about a 70% response rate for schools and a 

90% response rate for students within participating schools.  Weights were created to adjust for non-

response bias.  For missing data, some values were coded as missing, while others, such as 

components of socio-economic status, were imputed using hot-deck imputation (Tourangeau, et.al, 

2009).   

 Since its inception, many researchers have utilized data from ECLS-K to analyze a wide 

scope of issues.  Some of these studies have utilized the data to assess the effects of family factors on 

school related outcomes (Cooper, 2010; Ready, 2010).  Other studies have used the data to see how 
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school policies affect academic trajectories (Votruba-Drazl, Li-Grining, Maldonado-Carreno, 2008).  

Still, others have used the dataset to analyze determinants of participation in school programs 

(Bartfeld & Myoung, 2010). 

Analytic Sample 

 This study utilizes data from the kindergarten fall and spring parent interviews, the fall direct 

child assessment, the spring school administrator questionnaire and the spring student record form.  

The original sample size is 21,409 individuals in 1,277 schools.  The analytic sample will include 

children who remained in the same for the kindergarten year.  As a result, 1,257 children who 

changed schools mid-year were excluded.    The analytic sample will also exclude students from 

schools in which the school administrator survey was not complete or in which school policy 

variables are missing (n= 4689).  It will also exclude students whose school did not provide the 

number of days students must attend or students who do not have a complete attendance record 

(n=7801).   

 Subjects who had missed more than 80% of days in the school year were also removed from 

the sample.  This decision was made during model selection.  After graphing the residuals of the 

response variable, the distribution was not normally distributed, but after removing the most extreme 

cases (n=75), the residuals became more normal.  Excluding these students seemed reasonable 

considering that those extreme cases are probably very different from the typical student in the 

sample.  If a student is missing almost all of the days in the school year, they may not actually be 

enrolled, or may have something dramatically different going on in their life that is preventing them 

from attending school.  

 Furthermore, the sample will exclude subjects who are missing the information necessary to 

calculate their free/reduced lunch status (n=2447).   Lastly, list-wise deletion was used to remove 

subjects missing values for any child, family or school level covariate.  In total, 12,444 subjects in 
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677 schools were excluded from the analytic sample.  The final analytic sample size is 8,965 

subjects, with a weighted population size representing 1,979,700 U.S. kindergartners.   

 Comparisons between the analytic sample and respondents removed from the analytic sample 

suggest that there are differences between the two groups (See Appendix A).  It appears that the 

analytic sample is better-off than the original ECLS-K sample in terms of financial and social 

resources.  All statistical tests of differences between the two groups were significant.  However, 

with such large sample sizes, it is easier to find statistically significant results even with small 

differences.  These differences will be controlled for by including the variables for which differences 

are present. 

Measures 

     Attendance 

 In the ECLS-K base year school administrator survey, attendance is measured over 4 terms.  

Schools with quarterly terms entered a total number of days absent for all four terms.  Whereas 

schools with a trimester entered data only for the first three terms and the same pattern continued for 

schools with semester and full year terms.  To create an attendance variable that is easily compared 

to measurements used in No Child Left Behind, an average daily attendance ratio was calculated.  

First, the total number of absences for all four terms was summed.  If data were not applicable to a 

term, due to the term type, data were summed for the applicable terms.  However, if data were 

missing for any applicable term, that subject was not included in the analysis.   

 After summing all total attendance for the year, this number was subtracted from 

S2NUMDAY (number of days students are expected to attend school), which created a difference 

variable.  Twenty-one subjects had a difference of -1, which means they missed more days of school 

than was possible.  To fix this data error, they were recoded at the lowest possible difference of zero.  

Lastly, the difference variable was divided by S2NUMDAY to create the ratio, average daily 
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attendance for each student (See Appendix B for variable recode information for average daily 

attendance and all other study variables).       

     Family economic status 

 In the base year ECLS-K parent survey, parents were asked to report both total number of 

individuals in the household and total family income.  For subjects with family income missing, the 

ECLS-K staff imputed income using hot-deck imputation.  This imputed variable and the spring 

family household size were both used in the creation of the family economic status variable. 

 Again, to make findings comparable to language used in Title 1 and No Child Left Behind, 

socioeconomic status was analyzed in terms of eligibility for free/reduced lunch.  A family is eligible 

for reduced lunch if their income is below 185% of the poverty level.  They are eligible for free lunch 

at 130%, but the higher percentage of the two was chosen.  We then found the poverty guidelines for 

the year the ECLS-K base year data was collected, 1998.   

 Next, we created a comparison table for the highest amount of income each size of family 

could earn and be at 185% of the 1998 poverty level.  Each family size was then recoded into two 

categories, eligible or not eligible for free/reduced lunch. 

      School Parent Involvement Policies 

 In the spring, school administrators completed surveys about school level policies.  An entire 

section of this survey titled School-Family-Community Connections is devoted to questions about 

parent involvement policies.  From this survey, a selection of six parental engagement activities was 

chosen to be analyzed.  These six were chosen for two reasons.  First, they are all suggested parental 

engagement policies in NCLB legislation and secondly, they are easily categorized under Sheldon 

and Epstein's categories of Volunteering, Parenting and Communication.  The two volunteering 

policies are classroom programs (such as class math nights) and invitations to school performances.  

The two communication policies are report cards sent home and parent-teacher conferences.  The two 

parenting education policies are home visits and school parent education classes.  Parent education 
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class is dummy coded (1= yes, it is offered, 0=no, it is not offered).  The remaining programs are 

coded 1 (not offered at all or offered only once a year), 2 (offered frequently, between 2 and 6 times 

a year), and 3 (offered intensely, 7 or more times a year).        

     Family Risk Factors 

 To account for the risk factors (mainly maternal), that affect school attendance and that more 

frequently occur in low-income families, six risk factors were added to the model.  A composite 

mother education variable was added and recoded (less than high school, high school diploma and 

some college or more).  Both child health and parent health, measured by the fall parent survey, were 

recoded (excellent/very good or below very good).  Mother's employment status, also from the fall 

parent survey, was re-categorized (employed full-time, employed part-time or not working).  Not 

working included unemployed and not in the labor force.  Also, following Cooper (2010) parents in 

the household from the fall parent survey was coded into the following categories, single parent, two-

parent biological or adoptive, two-parent other, such as parent and step-parent.  Lastly, the 

continuous variable, number of children in the household was dummy coded (1=four or more 

children in home, 0=three or less) and added to control for the effects of the risk factor of having 

several children in the household.  This variable was dummy coded because having four or more 

children in the household is considered a risk factor.  This variable came from the fall parent survey.   

     Family and School Control Variables 

 To account for other factors that affect attendance and to control for selection of students into 

schools, additional family and school variables were added.  First, parent expectations were added to 

the model.  This variable operationalizes how far a parent expects their child to go in school (1=less 

than high school and 6=Doctorate).  This variable is added because we are assuming that if parents 

have high expectations for their children, they are more likely to select into better schools.  

Therefore, we are hoping to control for selection bias.  Also, this variable is considered a proxy for 

parental engagement.  If parents have higher expectations for their children, they may be more 
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involved in their child's school.  Therefore, including parent expectations should help to isolate the 

effects of the school policies by possibly controlling for parents who entered the school already 

engaged.      

 Other child and family variables added are child gender (1=female), child race (dummy 

coded as White and Non-White) and type of kindergarten program (full-day or part-day).  Also, 

because of the possibility of a relationship between child achievement and attendance, student's math 

and reading achievement at the fall kindergarten cognitive assessment is included.  It is believed that 

if a student performs well academically, they are more likely to want to attend school on a regular 

basis.  However, to make sure that there is no endogeneity between attendance and academic 

performance, variables were chosen from the fall cognitive assessment which was completed at the 

beginning of the school year.  This assessment variable is measured using Item Response Theory and 

is a continuous variable.   

 Other school variables included are school urbanicity (urban, fringe, rural), whether the 

school is public or private (dummy coded), size of school (1=0-149, 2=15-299, 3=300-499, 4=500-

749, 5=750 or more), proportion of students eligible for free reduced lunch in the school (continuous 

variable) and whether the school is receiving Title 1 funds (1=yes).  Lastly, a variable was added that 

measures whether or not a school provides training for their teachers on how to work with parents.  

This dummy coded variable (1=yes), should help account for the quality of the school programs.  See 

Appendix C for descriptive statistics for all study variables. 

Analytic Approach 

 To answer the descriptive questions, frequencies were run for the key variables over low-

income students and higher income students (measured by eligibility for free/reduced lunch).  

Differences were tested using t-tests and chi-square tests. 

 To answer the questions relating to the existence of school parent engagement policies and 

attendance, first average daily attendance was regressed on all school policies to assess the combined 
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impact of all policies on attendance.  Then we added covariates in addition to policy variables.  First, 

ADA was regressed on free/reduced lunch eligibility to establish the relationship between attendance 

and family income.  Then we regressed the family risk factor variables alone on ADA to assess their 

significance.  Last, the family and school variables were added, in addition to the policy variables to 

establish if the school policies can significantly impact attendance while controlling for negative 

family effects.  Due to the hierarchical structure of the data, the cluster command in Stata was used.  

Clustering by school, we account not only for the between school effects, but also for the within 

school unobserved characteristics that may lead to correlated outcomes for students in the same 

school. In turn, this method provides more accurate standard error estimates. 

 To answer the second question, linear regression with clustering was used again, but this 

time, regressing all variables over subpopulations, also looking at effects on average daily 

attendance.  First, the regression was run over free/reduced lunch eligible students and then over 

students not eligible.  This helped us determine which policies are associated with higher attendance 

for each group separately. 

 For both analyses, ECLS-K base panel weight BYPWO was used to create a more 

representative sample of the population and to correct for non-random response bias (Cooper, 2010).  

This weight was appropriate because the analysis uses survey measures from both the fall and spring 

waves of data collection. 

Limitations 

 This study has many limitations that must be noted.  The gold standard for any research 

design is a randomized experiment.  If policies can be randomly assigned to schools, researchers can 

more easily conclude that the observed relationships between attendance and school policies describe 

the causal impact of the policies.  This type of study provides us with the highest internal validity.  

The current study, however, utilized a cross-sectional analysis using observational data on existing 

policies and student attendance.  Due to the design of this study, we are not able to account for 
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unobserved school level characteristics associated with the implementation of the policies and 

students' attendance decisions.  It is possible that schools with greater attendance problems have 

chosen to implement more school-based policies promoting parent involvement.  Therefore it is 

difficult to determine if the school policies are affecting attendance or if attendance is affecting the 

school policies.   

 While non-random assignment of policies in schools is a problem, non-random assignment of 

students into schools is another problem.  It is possible that the characteristics of parents who choose 

schools with certain policies might be associated with their children's attendance.  This again would 

make it difficult for us to contribute changes in attendance to school policies, as there may be 

unobserved variables affecting the results.  We hope to control somewhat for this problem by 

including parent expectations as a proxy for how involved a parent may be upon enrolling a child 

into a school.  This should help control for parents selecting into better schools and for parents who 

entered the school as an engaged parent. 

 Another limitation of this study is that while a variety of school level engagement policies are 

assessed in this paper, this analysis does not account for actual utilization of the policies.  We are not 

assessing the mediating factor which is parents' actual engagement as a result of the policy.  

Therefore, we cannot say for certain that the school policies are directly causing any changes we see 

in attendance.  We can only say that they are associated with changes.  We hope by controlling for 

other confounding factors that affect attendance, such as family income, student achievement, family 

risk factors, school urbanicity and parent expectations, we can draw a closer link between the policies 

and attendance. 

 Also, related to NCLB, this study cannot necessarily be generalized to present day policy 

because we are utilizing data from 1998, before NCLB was implemented.  Therefore, it is possible 

that since this time, improvements have been made to school parental engagement policies that make 

the policies more effective.  Also, our analysis will probably underestimate the effects of the policies 
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because it is likely that schools now, especially Title 1 schools, are implementing more intense parent 

involvement policies.  For instance, NCLB requires Title 1 schools in particular to create, in writing, 

a parental engagement plan which includes some required and some suggested parental involvement 

activities.  This kind of specificity, outside of the parent compacts and advisory councils, did not 

exist in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act prior to NCLB.  However, the information 

gleaned from this analysis should still be useful to policy makers in analyzing which specific policies 

are more effective in their bare bones form. 

 Another limitation of this study is that we do not account for the quality of these parent-

engagement programs.  Prior studies have found that schools with high-quality programs report 

higher levels of parent engagement (Sheldon, 2003) and better attendance (Epstein, Clark, Salinas & 

Sanders, 1997).  We attempted to somewhat control for this aspect by including information about 

whether or not workshops were provided to help teachers understand the importance of parent 

involvement.   

Descriptive Results 

Attendance  

 Before starting the analysis, three descriptive questions were answered regarding the analytic 

sample.  First, the difference in attendance patterns between low-income and higher income students 

was assessed.  The literature has suggested that low-income students tend to have lower attendance 

rates and also are more chronically absent (missing more than 20 days in a school year) than their 

higher income peers.  In this sample, this fact appears true (See Table 1).  Students who are eligible 

for free/reduced lunch have significantly lower average daily attendance rates (93.97%) compared to 

their counterparts (95.97%), a difference of approximately 3.5 days.   
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Table 1. Attendance and levels of absenteeism in kindergarten by free/reduced lunch eligibility (N=8,965) 
Eligible Free/Reduced Lunch (n=3,120)   Not Eligible Free/Reduced Lunch (n=5,845) 

Variable     % or M SE   % or M SE   Test Statistic 
Attendance     
Average Daily Attendance 93.97% 0.001   95.97% 0.001   t=17.62* 

    
Absenteeism     
Chronic Absenteeism 17.85% 0.007   6.67% 0.003   χ2=269.14* 
High Absenteeism 29.97% 0.008   24.28% 0.006   χ2=34.02* 
Low Absenteeism   52.18% 0.009   69.05% 0.006   χ2=248.89* 
Source: ECLS-K, Base Year Student Record Abstract, Round 2 School Administrator Survey 

Note: Chronic absenteeism is ADA<90% (which is missing 18 or more days in a typical school year of 180), High absenteeism is 
ADA>=90% & ADA<95% 
Note: Unweighted Estimates        

* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10       
    

  

 Furthermore, lower-income students are more likely to be chronically absent or highly absent 

and less likely to have low-absenteeism compared to their counterparts (See Figure 1).  This 

reinforces why it is important for us to assess what programs may help improve attendance for this 

at-risk group of students. 

 Figure 1.  Levels of absenteeism in kindergarten by free/reduced lunch eligibility 

 
 Note: Chronic absenteeism is ADA<90% (which is missing 18 or more days in a typical school year of 180),  

 High absenteeism is ADA>=90% & ADA<95% 
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Family Risks 

 Next, we assessed whether low-income students are more likely to be experiencing risk 

factors associated with lower attendance rates.  This analysis included six of the multiple risk factors 

which Romero & Lee (2008) and Chang & Romero (2008) found to be associated with increased 

absenteeism.  We found that in our sample, higher percentages of free/reduced lunch students were 

present in all of the risk categories.  The differences in the percentages between the low-income and 

higher incomes students were found to be highly significant in all categories.   In addition, not only 

do more low-income students fall into each risk category, but they are also more likely to experience 

multiple risks.  Their average total number of risks is 1.87 whereas higher income students have an 

average of .77 (See Table 2).  Romero & Lee (2008) found that experiencing multiple risks is also 

associated with worse attendance.  Therefore, we see that the low-income group in this sample is 

dealing with several risks that may lead to poor attendance. 

Table 2. Family risk factors by free/reduced lunch eligibility (N=8,965) 
    Eligible for Free/Reduced Lunch (n=3,120)   Not Eligible for Free/Reduced Lunch (n=5,845) 

Variable       % M SE   % M SE   Test Statistic 

Family Risk Factors     

Child Health (not excellent) 20.61% 0.007   10.40% 0.004   χ2=176.50* 

Mother Education (less than H.S.) 21.22% 0.007   2.33% 0.002   χ2=895.24* 

Four or more children in home 25.26% 0.008   7.66% 0.003   χ2=529.62* 

Parent Health (not excellent) 45.06% 0.009   22.16% 0.005   χ2=507.11* 
Mother Employment Status(not working) 38.56% 0.009   26.09% 0.006   χ2=149.35* 

Parents in Household (single parent) 36.76% 0.009   8.64% 0.004   χ2>1,000* 

Total Number of Risks 1.87 0.022   0.77 0.011   t=-49.29* 
                          

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class, Round 1 & 2 Parent Survey 

Note: Unweighted Estimates 

* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 

Note: T-tests performed were Welch's t-test with unequal variance assumed 
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School Programs 

 Lastly, we wanted to see if there are any differences in the types and frequencies of parental 

involvement school programs available to low-income versus higher-income students.  We assessed 

availability of policies in schools by the percent of students eligible for free/reduced lunch in the 

school.  Schools with at least 40% of students receiving free/reduced lunch were categorized as low-

income schools while other schools were categorized as non-low income.  This threshold point was 

chosen because currently, schools are eligible for school-wide Title 1 funds if at least 40% of their 

students are eligible for free/reduced lunch.  Therefore, these categories make our findings applicable 

to current school policy.   

 Before looking at the policies, we wanted to confirm that low-income students are more 

likely to be in these low-income schools.  We conducted a test of significance and found that low-

income students are more likely to attend a low-income school and in our sample 66% of low-income 

students attend a low-income school while only 55% of non-low income students attend a low-

income school (Table 3).  

Table 3.  Percent of kindergartners in low-income schools by student eligibility for free/reduced lunch (N=8,965) 
  Eligible Free/Reduced Lunch (n=3,120)   Not Eligible Free/Reduced Lunch (n=5,845) 

Variable     %  SE   % SE   Chi-Square 

School Poverty Level     

School >=40% free/reduced lunch   66.81% 0.031   55.07% 0.026   8.19* 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class, Round 2 School Administrator Survey 

Note: Unweighted Estimates 

* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 
 

 Then we assessed the availability of parent involvement policies in schools.  First, programs 

in the parent education category were assessed.  In this sample, there is a higher percentage of non-

low income schools implementing parent education policies but a higher percentage of low-income 

schools implementing intense and frequent home visits (Figure 2 & 3).  Yet, the differences between 
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the percentages are not statistically significant suggesting that there are actually relatively equal 

percentages of each school type implementing both policies.    

 While at first one may expect a higher proportion of non-low income schools to be 

implementing these policies compared to the low-income schools, it seems logical that this is not the 

case.  First, low-income schools are more likely than their counterparts to be receiving Title 1 funds 

from the federal government which, even in 1998, required schools to have some emphasis on parent 

involvement (Table 4).  Secondly, since low-income students tend to have lower attendance and 

achievement (Maruyama, 2003), it seems reasonable that these schools would increase their school 

resources, in this case, parent outreach.  This theory is supported by Lamdin (1996), who in his study 

of state achievement test scores, found that additional staff and financial resources tended to be 

directed towards schools with high populations of low-income students.   

Figure 2.  Availability of parent education programs in schools by school poverty level 
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Figure 3. Availability of home visit programs in schools by school poverty level 

 

 Secondly, programs in the parent volunteering category were assessed.  In our sample, higher 

percentages of low-income schools never invite parents to school performances or school programs.  

This difference is statistically significant.  However, the majority of both school types offer frequent 

(2 to 6 times a year) invitations to classroom programs or school performances (Figure 4 & 5). 

 Figure 4.  Frequency of parent invitations to performances in schools by school poverty level 
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Figure 5.  Frequency of parent invitations to classroom programs in schools by school poverty level 
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Figure 6. Frequency of report card sending in schools by school poverty level 

 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Frequency of parent teacher conferences in schools by school poverty level 
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offer frequent parent teacher conferences and frequently send home report cards but low-income 

schools are more likely to intensely send home report cards seven or more times a year. 

Table 4. Existence of policies in schools depending on school poverty level (N=600) 
  Low-Income School (n=358)   Non-Low Income School (n=242) 

Variable     %  SE   % SE   Chi-Square 

    
School Policy Variables     
Workshop     
Offers Workshops for Teachers (yes) 74.30% 0.023   77.27% 0.027   0.6891 

Title 1 Funds     
School receives Title 1 Funds (yes) 64.25% 0.025   48.76% 0.032   14.21* 
Parenting     
Parent Education Programs (yes) 64.53% 0.025   68.18% 0.030   0.86 

Home Visits (no) 82.40% 0.020   83.06% 0.024   0.04 

Home Visits (frequent) 11.45% 0.007   11.16% 0.004   0.01 
Home Visits (intense) 6.15% 0.013   5.79% 0.015   0.03 

Volunteering     
Invite to Classroom Program (no) 22.35% 0.022   8.68% 0.018   19.27* 
Invite to Classroom Program (frequent) 58.94% 0.026   62.81% 0.031   0.91 
Invite to Classroom Program (intense) 18.72% 0.021   28.51% 0.029   7.91* 
Invite to Performances (no) 5.31% 0.012   2.07% 0.009   3.95* 
Invite to Performance (frequent) 65.64% 0.025   66.94% 0.030   0.11 

Invite to Performances (intense) 29.05% 0.024   30.99% 0.030   0.26 
Communication     
Report Card Sent Home (no) 1.96% 0.007   0.41% 0.004   2.61 
Report Card Sent Home (frequent) 76.54% 0.022   84.71% 0.023   5.99* 
Report Card Sent Home (intense) 21.51% 0.022   14.88% 0.023   4.16* 
Parent Teacher Conferences (no) 18.44% 0.021   23.14% 0.027   1.97 
Parent Teacher Conferences (frequent) 75.42% 0.023   70.25% 0.029   1.97 
Parent Teacher Conferences (intense) 6.15% 0.013   6.61% 0.016   0.05 
Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class, Round 2 School Administrator Survey 
Note: Unweighted Estimates 
Note: Frequent is offered 2-6 times a year, Intense is offered 7 or more times a year 
* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 
Note: Low-Income schools have >=40% of students receiving free/reduced lunch 

 

Analytic Results 

All Students 

 The first four models analyzed factors associated with changes in average daily attendance 

(ADA) for all students.  The first model (Table 5) assessed whether the presence of the six school 

policy variables, no matter the degree of implementation, was significantly associated with 
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attendance.  The f-test tells us that these six variables together are significantly associated with 

attendance at the .05 level.  However, individually, only home visits are significantly associated with 

attendance, compared to no home visits, and they are actually associated with a negative effect on 

attendance. 

Table 5.  Results of school policies predicting average daily attendance in kindergarten (N=8,965) 

 
    Model 1       

 
F-value =2.52 ** 

   Variable     β   SE 
   School Policy Variables 

      Parenting 
   Parent Education Programs (yes) -.001 .002 
   Home Visits (yes) -.01 * .003 
   Volunteering 
   Invite to Classroom Program (yes) .002 .002 
   Invite to Performance (yes) .001 .005 
   Communication 
   Report Card Sent Home (yes) .003 .005 
   Parent Teacher Conferences (yes) .001   .002       

* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 
    Note. The reference categories was no program (or implemented only once a year) 

  

 We also wanted to look at the effects of covariates.  Looking at the next three models (Table 

6), model 2 measures the effect of eligibility for free/reduced lunch as the only predictor of average 

daily attendance.  As found in previous research, income, measured here by eligibility for 

free/reduced lunch, is significantly associated attendance.  Specifically, being eligible for 

free/reduced lunch is associated with a 2.1% decrease in average daily attendance compared to not 

being eligible for this subsidy.   

 In order to establish a relationship between all of the purported family risk factors and their 

potential negative impact on attendance, model 3 assesses how family risk factors and lunch 

eligibility alone impact ADA.  In this model we find that all risk factors are significantly negatively 

associated with ADA.  The coefficients with the largest effects are child has poor health, single 

parent household, mother not working and mother has education less than high school.  All of these 
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are associated with a decrease of 1% or more compared to not having these risk factors.  However, 

the effect size of lunch eligibility becomes slightly smaller after we added in these family risk 

factors.  This is probably because the decrease in ADA due to low-income is in fact due to the reality 

that these individuals are more likely to experience all of these other risk factors. 

 Model 4 assesses the impact of varying degrees of school policies on ADA, adding in child 

and family level factors which other studies have not done, and also controlling for additional family 

and school level covariates.  This model helped us assess the mediating effect of school level parent 

involvement policies on the negative relationship between poor home life and ADA.  We find that 

most of the family risk factors are still negatively associated with ADA but that most effect sizes 

diminish.  Single parent household has less of a negative impact, dropping from a 1.4% decrease to a 

.9% decrease in ADA.  Similarly, mother education less than high school drops from a 1.8% decrease 

to a 1.3% decrease.  However, mother not employed continues to have the same effect of a 1% 

decrease in ADA.   

 Looking at the other control variables, none of the school level covariates were found to be 

significant.  However, in the child level controls, being non-white, female and attending part-day 

kindergarten as opposed to full-day kindergarten are all negatively associated with ADA.  However, 

the effect sizes are quite small.  Additionally, a one unit increase in child's math achievement score is 

positively associated with ADA but the effect size is excessively low, .03%. 

 Focusing on the effects of the school level policies we find that none of the volunteering 

activities, no matter the intensity, are significantly associated with attendance levels.  In the parenting 

category, we find that intense home visit programs in the school are associated with a .9% decrease 

in ADA compared to no home visits.  Yet, parent education programs have no significant effect.  The 
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Table 6.  Results of multilevel models predicting average daily attendance in kindergarten (N=8,965) 
        Model 2     Model 3         Model 4 
Variable     β   SE   β   SE   β   SE 
Family Socioeconomic Status 

   Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible (yes) -.021 * .002 -.008 * .002 -.008 * .002 

Family Risk Factors 
Child Health (not excellent) -.012 * .002 -.010 * .002 
Mother Education (high school diploma) -.006 * .002 -.003 ** .001 
Mother Education (less than H.S.) -.018 * .003 -.013 * .003 
Four or more children in the home -.004 ** .002 -.001 .002 
Parent Health (not excellent) -.006 * .001 -.005 * .001 
Mother Employment Status (part-time) -.005 * .001 -.005 * .001 
Mother Employment Status(not working) -.010 * .002 -.010 * .002 
Parents in Household (two parent other) -.007 * .002 -.005 ** .002 
Parents in Household (single parent) -.014 * .002 -.009 * .002 

   Family/Child Control Variables 
   Child Fall Math Achievement 
   

.000 * .000 
Child Fall Reading Achievement 

   
.000 .000 

Parent Expectations 
   

-.001 .000 
Type of Kindergarten Program (part-day) 

   
-.001 *** .001 

Child Gender (female) 
   

-.002 *** .001 
Race (Non-white) 

   
-.003 *** .002 

   School Control Variables 
   Urbanicity (fringe) 
   

.003 .002 
Urbanicity (rural) 

   
-.001 .003 

School Type (public) 
   

.002 .002 
School Size 

   
-.001 .001 

Receive Title 1 (yes) 
   

-.002 .002 
Teacher workshops (yes) 

   
-.003 .002 

   School Policy Variables 
   Parenting 
   Parent Education Programs (yes) 
   

-.000 .002 
Home Visits (frequent) 

   
-.003 .003 

Home Visits (intense) 
   

-.009 *** .005 
Volunteering 

   Invite to Classroom Program (frequent) 
   

.000 .002 
Invite to Classroom Program (intense) 

   
-.004 .003 

Invite to Performance (frequent) 
   

-.003 .004 
Invite to Performances (intense) 

   
.003 .004 

Communication 
   Report Card Sent Home (frequent) 
   

.011 ** .004 
Report Card Sent Home (intense) 

   
.012 * .005 

Parent Teacher Conferences (frequent) 
   

.002 .002 
Parent Teacher Conferences (intense)                 .006 *** .004 
* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 

        Note: The reference categories were child health excellent, mom some college or more, parent health 
excellent, mother employed full-time, two parent bio family, full day kindergarten, white, central city and 
private school. No program was the reference category for all of the school policies. 
Note: Frequent is offered 2-6 times a year, Intense is offered 7 or more times a year 
Note:  Weighted population size is 1,979,7000.  Sample weight used is BYPW0. 
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communication category is where we find the most significant results.  Intense and frequent report 

cards being sent home are both associated with increases in ADA with effect sizes of 1.2% and 1.1%.  

These are noteworthy effects.  Additionally, intense parent-teacher conferences are also associated 

with an increase in ADA with a smaller effect of .6%. 

Subpopulations of students 

 For the second part of the analysis, the same school policies were analyzed, dividing the 

sample into two subgroups, eligible and not eligible for free/reduced lunch (Table 7).  For those who 

are eligible, we find that mother unemployment or part-time employment, poor parent or child health 

and mother only having a high school diploma are still significantly associated with decreases in 

student attendance.  However, the effects of living in a single parent household go away.  This may 

be simply because the sample size decreased and there are not enough single parent households in 

this subsample to find a significant effect. 

 Looking at school level covariates, going to school in a fringe (suburban) area is actually 

associated with a significant increase in attendance for this low-income group.  This could be due to 

a number of factors such as better curriculum in the suburban schools, less community violence, or 

that those who attend school in the suburbs are actually on the higher end of the socio-economic 

spectrum for this subgroup. 

 Assessing the school policies, the positive effects of sending home report cards disappears. 

This communication attempt is no longer associated with any significant changes in attendance.  This 

could be due to several reasons.  One, families in poverty have a higher probability of being highly 

mobile (Lewis, 2010) and due to their instability, they may not be receiving mailed report cards.  

Secondly, as shown in our descriptive results, these students are more likely to have parents who are 

less educated.  It may be that narrative parts of the report card are not written at an appropriate 

reading level or in the appropriate language (Chang & Romero, 2008).  Last, it could just be that  
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Table 7.  Results of multilevel models predicting average daily attendance in kindergarten by free/reduced lunch 
eligibility  

      
Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible 

(n=3,120)   
Not Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible 

(n=5,845) 
Variable     β   SE   β   SE 
Family Risk Factors 

 
  

Child Health (not excellent) -.007 * .003   -.013 * .002 
Mother Education (high school diploma) -.003 ** .003   -.003 ** .001 
Mother Education (less than H.S.) -.009 .004   -.021 * .005 
More than four children in HH -.001 .003   .002 .002 
Parent Health (not excellent) -.004 *** .002   -.005 * .001 
Mother Employment Status (part-time) -.004 * .003   -.006 * .001 
Mother Employment Status(not working) -.009 * .003   -.011 * .001 
Parents in Household (two parent other) -.004 .003   -.005 ** .002 
Parents in Household (single parent) -.011 .003   -.006 * .002 

  
  

Family/Child Control Variables   
Child Fall Math Achievement .000 ** .000   .000 * .000 

Child Fall Reading Achievement .000 .000   -.000 .000 
Parent Expectations 

 
-.002 .001   -.001 .001 

Type of Kindergarten Program (part-day) -.005 .003   .003 *** .001 
Child Gender (female) 

 
-.004 *** .002   -.001 .001 

Race (Non-white) 
 

.001 .003   -.006 * .002 

  
  

School Control Variables 
 

  
Urbanicity (fringe) 

 
.007 ** .004   -.001 .002 

Urbanicity (rural) 
 

.004 .004   -.004 *** .002 
School Type (public) 

 
.000 .007   .002 .002 

School Size 
  

-.000 .002   -.001 .001 
Receive Title 1 (yes) 

 
-.001 .003   -.003 .002 

Teacher workshops (yes) 
 

-.003 .003   -.003 *** .002 

  
  

School Policy Variables 
 

  
Parenting 

  
  

Parent Education Programs (yes) -.001 .004   .001 .002 
Home Visits (frequent) 

 
-.009 ** .004   .000 .002 

Home Visits (intense) 
 

-.020 ** .008   .002 .003 
Volunteering 

 
  

Invite to Classroom Program (frequent) .003 .004   -.000 .002 
Invite to Classroom Program (intense) -.003 .005   -.003 .003 
Invite to Performance (frequent) -.003 .006   -.002 .004 
Invite to Performances (intense) .004 .007   .003 .005 
Communication 

 
  

Report Card Sent Home (frequent) .005 .011   .013 * .004 
Report Card Sent Home (intense) .008 .011   .013 * .005 
Parent Teacher Conferences (frequent) .004 .004   .001 .002 
Parent Teacher Conferences (intense) .012 ** .006   .000   .003 
* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 

        Note: The reference categories were child health excellent, mom some college or more, parent 
health excellent, mother employed full-time, two parent bio family, full day kindergarten, white, 
central city and private school. No program was the reference category for all of the school 
policies. 
Note: Frequent is offered 2-6 times a year, Intense is offered 7 or more times a year 
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report cards are not an intense enough intervention to mediate the negative effects of the family 

factors affecting attendance. 

 However, intense parent-teacher conferences have a significant positive effect on attendance 

for these students compared to no parent-teacher conferences.  This may be for two reasons.  One, if 

a parent attends all of those conferences they can build a really strong relationship with the teacher, 

helping the parent to have more of a stake in their child's education.  Or, it may be that with more 

intense offerings, it becomes easier for parents to attend because they can find days/times that fit into 

their schedule.  This may explain why the less frequently offered parent-teacher conferences are 

insignificant. 

 Home visits are still negatively associated with ADA when compared to no home visits being 

offered.  This may actually be due to reverse causality.  Due to the cross-sectional nature of this 

analysis, we cannot fully decipher which way the effect is going.  It may be that students with worse 

attendance receive more home visits, and therefore, this is causing the negative sign on the 

coefficient.  

 None of the volunteering policies are associated with changes in ADA.  We suspect this is 

related to Epstein & Sanders (2000) finding that different types of involvement are linked to specific 

outcomes; meaning that parent involvement activities may need to be tailored to the specific need.  

For example, Epstein suggests that encouraging parents to read at home with their children affects a 

child's reading ability.  It seems that volunteering in a child's school is not specifically related to 

attendance and therefore there is no reason to suspect that this activity would be directly related to 

this outcome.  Whereas, through parent-school communication or parent education, discussion about 

a child's attendance may arise, making them better candidates for improving attendance.  While it 

was possible that volunteering in the school could have increased a parent's commitment to the 

school, thus leading to three outcomes cited by McNeal (1999), it does not appear in this case, 

volunteering is effective. 
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 Turning to the higher income students, these students actually appear to be more negatively 

affected by the family risk factors than the low-income students.  This makes sense seeing that these 

families are less likely to experience these challenges and if one occurs in a family, it may lead to 

more of a crisis rather than a normal living situation.  In turn, this may more dramatically affect their 

attendance.  Mother not working and poor child health have negative impacts of over 1% on 

attendance.   Having a mother with less than high school education is also strongly associated with a 

decrease in attendance of 2.1%.  This is a large effect and future research should be conducted to 

better understand why low-parent education leads to such a dramatic change in attendance for higher 

income kids compared to lower-income kids. 

 Two other puzzling findings are that being in a rural school rather than urban and being in a 

school that offers parent involvement workshops for teachers are both significantly negatively 

associated with attendance.  An explanation for the negative sign on the workshop coefficient may 

again be associated with reverse causality.  If the school is having attendance problems, they may 

increase their teacher professional development, through teacher workshops, to try and affect student 

outcomes, thus making workshops negatively associated with attendance. 

 Report cards are the only policy found to significantly affect attendance for this group of 

students.  Both frequent and intense mailings of report cards are positively associated with ADA 

compared to no report cards.  Furthermore, they lead to a significant change of 1.3%.  Report cards 

may be effective because this subgroup of students needs less intense interventions to improve 

attendance because they are facing less family risks.  If a parent receives a report card that shows 

their child is doing poorly in school, it is possible that these parents are more likely to respond just 

based on that, not requiring further intervention.  It is also possible that the remaining policies are 

insignificant because these parents are already involved and therefore outreach does not make a 
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significant difference.  As noted earlier, higher income parents tend to be more involved in their 

child's school than low-income parents (McNeal, 1999; Teasley, 2004; Cooper, 2010). 

Discussion and Policy Implications 

 Of the policies analyzed in this study, only a few are meaningfully associated with positive 

increases in attendance.  Intense parent-teacher conferences are associated with improved average 

daily attendance for low-income students.  This makes sense because these families are more likely 

to be facing risks that require more intense, in-person discussions about the student.  On the other 

hand, report cards are associated with improved attendance for higher income students.  Again, this 

seems logical since these families may require less intense interventions and simply need a piece of 

paper to make them aware of their child's school performance. 

 Yet, despite the positive effects of these few engagement policies, parent involvement 

outreach is not found to be a significant mediator between negative family risks and attendance.  We 

find that the negative effect of family risks on attendance goes down with the implementation of 

these policies, but they are still very present. Therefore, the few policies that are significantly 

associated with attendance are not strong enough to neutralize the effects of a hectic home life.   

Future of Parent Involvement 

 Knowing that many parent involvement activities cannot mediate the negative effects of 

family risk on attendance, should Title 1 still require schools to use 1% of their funding to implement 

parent involvement activities? Our answer is yes.  There are still many potential positive associations 

with other outcomes such as increased reading achievement, decreased grade retention (Miedel & 

Reynolds, 1999) and decreased negative behavior (Domina, 2005).  Additionally, common sense tells 

us that it is important for a parent to be involved in all aspects of a child's life, no matter if that 

involvement ultimately affects attendance.  As Ziegler and Berman (1983) note (as cited in Miedel & 

Reynolds, 1999), "family involvement minimizes discontinuities between children's environments at 

home and school" (p.904).  However, NCLB should not lead schools to believe that these outreach 
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efforts will directly lead to improved attendance.  There are too many other factors, mainly family 

related, that are strongly associated with attendance that the school cannot mediate through these 

policies alone. 

Policy Recommendations 

1.  For schools working with mainly low-income students, such as Title 1 schools, consider focusing 

more on in-person communication with parents to boost attendance levels.  When a teacher meets 

one on one with a parent, they are given the opportunity to talk to the parent about what is keeping 

the child at home, express the importance of school attendance, and problem solve with the parent to 

boost attendance.  Moreover, these conferences should be offered many times a year so that parents 

can build strong relationships with teachers and so parents have ample opportunities to attend.  

However, if a school is working with mainly higher income families, and they have an attendance 

problem, they don't need to spend the additional time and money holding copious parent-teacher 

conferences because parents are likely to respond by simply receiving a report card stating the 

student's current outcomes.   

2.  Continue offering other parent involvement programs but when trying to specifically target issues 

of attendance, incorporate an attendance focus into those programs.  For example, if a school holds 

parent-teacher workshops to provide parenting education, consider adding an attendance component 

to one or two of the workshops.  An attendance workshop could focus on the importance of student 

attendance, ways to make sure a child gets to school every day, or overcoming barriers to getting a 

child to school.  Chang & Romero (2008) suggest bringing in an expert to share successful strategies 

and to encourage problem-solving among parents.  A community representative, such as a social 

worker, could also be present to help parents tackle barriers to student attendance such as 

transportation, clothing, or even alarm clocks (NAESP, 2001). 

3.  Recognize that parent involvement is not the only means to increasing attendance for elementary 

school students and that in fact, parent involvement alone will probably not significantly improve 
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student attendance.  A holistic approach needs to be taken that encourages parents, communities and 

students to work together to improve attendance (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002).  Schools need to make 

sure that communities are aware of the ramifications of absenteeism and ask community members to 

take part in ensuring children in their community are able to attend school.  This may include 

keeping an eye out for bullies or threats when kids walk to school, asking influential community 

members to speak on the importance of attending school, or having adults mentor students in school 

(Sheldon & Epstein, 2004).  

 To encourage students to care about attendance, schools can utilize attendance incentives or 

offer small jobs to students such as doing daily school announcements over the intercom (NAESP, 

2001; Chang & Romero, 2008; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002).  These student focused activities will help 

them build a stronger attachment to school and provide the motivation for students to tell their 

parents that they want to attend school every day.  Lastly, to bring parents on board, schools can do 

simple things such as provide parents with the telephone number and email of a school staff member 

that they can contact whenever they need assistance.   

4.  Lastly, schools should address the family risk factors that may be present in absent students' home 

lives.  For example, schools should ensure that all children have access to health care.  School nurses 

can partner with local health departments and community clinics to refer uninsured students to when 

they require basic health care (Chang & Romero, 2008).  Schools can also provide counseling for 

students to talk about their home life, or have an outreach worker on staff that can refer families to 

community agencies and if possible, provide case management when necessary (NAESP, 2001; 

Chang & Romero, 2008). 

Future Research 

 Continuing to understand the significance of parent involvement for student outcomes is an 

important issue and further research on this topic could deepen our understanding.  The following are 

recommendations for future research: 
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 Due to the problem of non-random assignment of policies, this paper is unable to decipher 
if the policies are affecting the outcome or if the outcome is affecting the policies.  Future 
research could alleviate this problem by utilizing panel data and estimating the effects of 
these policies over several years of school.  Following the same person over time, it is much 
easier to attribute attendance changes to the policies rather than unobserved characteristics. 

 Estimate simultaneous equations.  Using two separate equations, a researcher could first 
regress variables that predict selection into schools with parent involvement policies and 
simultaneously estimate an equation that predicts parent involvement activities impact on 
ADA.  This would account for selection into schools.  As this current study found, Lamdin 
(1996) also discovered that low-income students are more likely to be in schools that have 
intense parent-involvement policies.  This makes the variation in school resources non-
random.  Ultimately, we must interpret the school policy variables with caution. 

 Assess the effectiveness of other parent involvement activities.  This study only analyzed 
the impact of six specific activities but there are many other activities, such as PTA/PTO 
involvement that may impact attendance.  Additionally, add in additional covariates to see 
if parent involvement activities remain significant.  The models in this study only explained 
approximately 9% of variation in ADA so there may be other variables that would better 
explain attendance.  These variables include, but are not limited to, student mobility, 
neighborhood factors, school violence, and teacher qualifications. 

 Assess the effectiveness/quality of the programs and how that affects ADA.  Several 
researchers hypothesize that the quality of the program, including the ability of the program 
to teach parents how to effectively engage, is associated with the efficacy of parent 
involvement outreach (Domina, 1995; Sheldon, 2003; Epstein, et. al., 1997).   

 Consider using administrative data to assess attendance changes rather than data collected 
through surveys.  This would provide a more accurate representation of attendance. 
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Appendix A.  Selected characteristics of removed ECLS-K respondents and analytic sample respondents 
      Not in Analytic Sample (n=12,444)   Analytic Sample  (n=8,965)   

Variable       % or M SE   % or M SE   
Chi-
Square 

    

Family Socioeconomic Status     

Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible (yes) 45.92% 0.005   34.80% 0.005   242.30* 
    

Child Health     

Child Health (excellent) 58.40% 0.004   86.05% 0.004   >1,000* 

Child Health (not excellent) 14.65% 0.003   13.95% 0.004   2.05 
    

Family Structure     

Parents in Household (two parent bio or adoptive) 46.03% 0.004   71.38% 0.005   >1,000* 

Parents in Household (two parent other) 8.48% 0.002   10.20% 0.003   18.40* 

Parents in Household (single parent) 18.88% 0.004   18.43% 0.004   0.69 
    

Mother Education     

Mother Education (some college or more) 44.23% 0.004   61.22% 0.005   601.80* 

Mother Education (high school diploma) 26.63% 0.004   29.88% 0.005   27.33* 

Mother Education (less than H.S.) 16.29% 0.003   8.90% 0.003   248.29* 
    

Race     

White       46.99% 0.004   66.26% 0.005   781.45* 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class, Round 1 & 2 Parent Survey 

Note: Unweighted Estimates 

* p<.01, ** p<.05, ***p<.10 

Note:  Not in analytic sample values for each variable do not total 100% because only the analytic sample has complete information for each 
variable. 
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Appendix B. Key Variable Descriptions 
  ECLS-K Questionnaire ECLS-K Name Range Recode 

Independent Variables         

Gender  Cross round composite GENDER 1-2 Male, Female categories created 
.=Missing gender (excluded) 

Race Cross round composite RACE 1-8 Not ascertained=. 
White=1 
Non-white=0 
.=Missing race (excluded) 

Mother's Education Cross round composite WKMOMED 1-9 N/A=. 
Not ascertained=. 
Less than high school, high school diploma, some 
college or more dummy categories 
.=Missing education (excluded) 

Total household income Cross round composite WKINCOME 0-1,000,000 Compared to p2htotal to create free/reduced lunch 
eligible status 
Subjects with missing values were not included in the 
analytic sample 

Household size Spring Parent Survey p2htotal 2-17 Compared to WKINCOME to create free/reduced 
lunch eligible status 
Subjects with missing values were not included in the 
analytic sample 

Child fall reading 
achievement 

Fall Direct Child Assessment c1mscale 0-70 N/A=. 
Not ascertained=. 
. = Missing reading achievement (excluded) 

Child fall math 
achievement 

Fall Direct Child Assessment c1rscale 0-64 N/A=. 
Not ascertained=. 
. = Missing math achievement (excluded) 

Child's Health Fall Parent Survey p1hscale 1-5 Refused=. 
Not ascertained=. 
Don't know=. 
Excellent and not excellent dummy categories 
.=Missing child health (excluded) 

Parent's Expectations Fall Parent Survey p1expect 1-6 Not ascertained=. 
Refused=. 
Don't know=. 
. = Missing parent expectations (excluded) 

Mother Employment 
Status 

Fall Parent Survey p1hmemp 1-4 N/A=. 
Not ascertained=. 
Employed full-time, employed part-time  and not 
employed dummy categories 
.= Missing mother employment status (excluded) 

Parents in household Fall Parent Survey p1hparnt 1-9 Single parent, two parent biological and two parent 
other dummy categories created 
.=Missing parents in household (excluded) 

Number of children in 
HH under 18 

Spring Parent Survey p2less18 1-15 Three or less children and Four or more children 
dummy categories created 
.=Missing number of children in HH (excluded) 

Parent's Health Spring Parent Survey p2health 1-5 N/A=. 
Refused=. 
Not ascertained=. 
Don't know=. 
Excellent and not excellent dummy categories 
.=Missing parent health (excluded) 

Note: Continued on next page. 
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Appendix B. Key Variable Descriptions Continued 
Type of Kindergarten 
program 

Spring Parent Survey f2class 1-3 Not ascertained=. 
Part-day and full-day dummy categories created 
.=Missing type of kindergarten program (excluded) 

School Urbanicity Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

kurban_r 1-3 Central city, fringe, rural dummy categories created 

School Type Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2kpupri 1-2 Public and private dummy categories created 

School Size Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2kenrls 1-5 Not ascertained=. 
.=Missing value for school size (excluded) 

Receive Title 1 funds Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2tt1 1-2 Not ascertained=. 
title1=1 
no title=0 
.=Missing value for Title 1 funds (excluded) 

Workshops for Teachers Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

sw2wrkshp 1-5 Not ascertained=. 
No workshop and workshop dummy categories created 
.=Missing value for workshop (excluded) 

Parent Education Classes Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2prntng 1-2 Not ascertained=. 
No education classes and education classes dummy 
categories created 
.=Missing value for parent education class (excluded) 

Parent Home Visits Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2hvisit 1-5 Not ascertained=. 
No visits, frequent visits and intense visits dummy 
categories created 
.=Missing value for home visit (excluded) 

Classroom Programs Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2claspr 1-6 Not ascertained=. 
No programs, frequent programs and intense programs 
dummy categories created 
.=Missing value for classroom program (excluded) 

Invitation to School 
performances 

Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2invite 1-6 Not ascertained=. 
No invitations, frequent invitations and intense 
invitations dummy categories created 
.=Missing value for school program (excluded) 

Report Card Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2rprtcd 1-6 Not ascertained=. 
No report card, frequent report card and intense report 
card dummy categories created 
.=Missing value for report card (excluded) 

Parent Teacher 
Conferences 

Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2ptconf 1-6 Not ascertained=. 
No conferences, frequent conferences and intense 
conferences dummy categories created 
.=Missing value for parent teacher conference 
(excluded) 

Dependent Variables      

Total absences per term Spring Child Record Abstract u2absto1, 
u2absto2, 
u2absto3, 
u2absto4 

0-176 Not ascertained=. 
N/A=0 
All terms were summed to create a total number of 
absences 
Subjects with missing values not included in sample 

Number of days possible 
in the school year 

Spring School Administrator 
Questionnairre 

s2numday 170-183 Not ascertained=. 
Subtracted total number of absences from s2numday 
and then divided that number by s2numday to create a 
ratio 
Subjects with missing values not included in sample 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class 
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Appendix C.  Descriptive statistics for study variables (N=8,965) 
Variable       % or M SD 

Average Daily Attendance 0.95 0.047 

Family Socioeconomic Status 

Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible (yes) 34.80% 0.476 

Family Risk Factors 

Child Health (excellent) 86.05% 0.347 

Child Health (not excellent) 13.95% 0.347 

Mother Education (some college or more) 61.22% 0.487 

Mother Education (high school diploma) 29.88% 0.458 

Mother Education (less than H.S.) 8.90% 0.285 

Four or more children in home 13.79% 0.345 

Less than four children in home 86.21% 0.345 

Parent Health (excellent) 69.87% 0.459 

Parent Health (not excellent) 30.13% 0.459 

Mother Employment Status(full-time) 45.91% 0.498 

Mother Employment Status (part-time) 23.66% 0.425 

Mother Employment Status(not working) 30.43% 0.460 

Parents in Household (two parent bio or adoptive) 71.38% 0.452 

Parents in Household (two parent other) 10.20% 0.303 

Parents in Household (single parent) 18.43% 0.388 

Family/Child Control Variables 

Child Fall Math Achievement 27.16 9.244 

Child Fall Reading Achievement 35.95 10.357 

Parent Expectations 4.08 1.075 

Type of Kindergarten Program (part-day) 42.77% 0.495 

Type of Kindergarten Program (full day) 57.23% 0.495 

Child Gender (female) 49.77% 0.500 

Race (Non-white) 33.74% 0.473 

School Control Variables 

Urbanicity (central city) 37.70% 0.485 

Urbanicity (fringe) 39.25% 0.488 

Urbanicity (rural) 23.05% 0.421 

School Type (public) 76.29% 0.425 

School Type (private) 23.71% 0.425 

School Size 3.17 1.122 

Receive Title 1 (yes) 58.22% 0.493 

Teacher workshops (yes) 75.21% 0.432 
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School Policy Variables 

Parenting 

Parent Education Programs (yes) 65.02% 0.477 

Home Visits (no) 83.36% 0.372 

Home Visits (infrequent) 11.24% 0.316 

Home Visits (frequent) 5.40% 0.226 

Volunteering 

Invite to Classroom Program (no) 15.86% 0.365 

Invite to Classroom Program (infrequent) 61.51% 0.487 

Invite to Classroom Program (frequent) 22.63% 0.418 

Invite to Performances (no) 3.02% 0.171 

Invite to Performance (infrequent) 67.01% 0.470 

Invite to Performances (frequent) 29.97% 0.458 

Communication 

Report Card Sent Home (no) 0.98% 0.099 

Report Card Sent Home (infrequent) 79.68% 0.402 

Report Card Sent Home (frequent) 19.34% 0.395 

Parent Teacher Conferences (no) 20.48% 0.404 

Parent Teacher Conferences (infrequent) 72.36% 0.447 

Parent Teacher Conferences (frequent)   7.16% 0.258 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class, Round 1 & 2 
Parent Survey, Base Year Student Record Abstract, Round 1 Child Assessment 

Note: Unweighted Estimates 

 
 

 

 

 


