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School Nurses: An Integral
Member of the School
Team Addressing Chronic
Absenteeism

Position Statement

Summary

It is the position of the National
Association of School Nurses (NASN) that
the registered professional school nurse
(hereinafter referred to as school nurse)
is an integral member of the school
team, promoting school attendance and
combating student absenteeism by
addressing the physical, mental, and
social needs of the student. Chronic
absenteeism puts students at risk for
academic failure with effects that can last
a lifetime and negatively affects
education, health, financial stability, and
employment (Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation, 2016).

Chronic absenteeism, commonly
defined as missing 10% or more of
school days for any reason (excused or
unexcused), detracts from learning and is
a proven early warning sign of academic
risk and school dropout (Jacob & Lovett,
2017). A fifth of the nation’s schools
report that 20% or more of their students
are chronically absent; no state is
untouched by the problem (Jordan &
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Miller, 2017). Children who are
chronically absent in kindergarten and
first grade are far less likely to achieve
grade-level reading by third grade and
are four times more likely to drop out of
high school (Healthy Schools Campaign,
n.d.). Students who live in poverty are
two to three times more likely to miss
school and face significant health
disparities, including access to resources.
Students who have disabilities or come
from communities of color (African
American, Native American, Pacific
Islander, and Latino) may also be
affected disproportionately (Attendance
Works, 2017).

While there are many contributing
factors, addressing health-related chronic
absenteeism for students is key to closing
the achievement gap (National Forum on
Education Statistics, 2018). One study
found that 92.4% of students indicated
that health concerns were the reason
they were “sometimes” or “usually”
absent (Brundage, Castillo, & Batsche,
2017). Physical and mental health
problems such as asthma, allergies,
diabetes, obesity, seizure disorders,
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anxiety, and attention deficit disorder
rank high among the factors contributing
to chronic absenteeism (American
Academy of Pediatrics, 2016; Jacobsen,
Meeder, & Voskuil, 2016). An estimated
27% of U.S. children have chronic health
conditions and 1 in 15 have multiple
chronic health conditions that affect
school attendance (Rezaee & Pollock,
2015). Researchers have also found
chronic absenteeism to be a symptom of
other issues that hinder student learning,
such as socioeconomic distress, health
barriers, cultural and social exclusion,
housing instability, food insecurity,
unsafe or violent living conditions,
avoidance of bullying harassment, school
phobia, and family responsibilities such
as caring for younger siblings (Black,
Seder, & Kekahio, 2014; Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation, 2016).

Experts in chronic absenteeism
recommend a five-part strategy to
improve school attendance: engage
students and parents, recognize good
and improved attendance, monitor
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school attendance data and practice,
provide personalized early outreach, and
develop programmatic response to
barriers (Attendance Works, 2018).
School nurses have the expertise and
already perform these five strategies as
part of their role and should thus be an
integral member of the school
attendance team so that efforts are
coordinated and efficient.

School nurses engage students and
parents and provide personalized
outreach as they address the physical
and social needs of students. School
nurses empower students as they teach
them to better understand and address
the root causes of health concerns
(Engelke, Swanson, & Guttu, 2014;
NASN, 2016). School nurses assist
families to obtain students’ medications,
help provide access to care, and work
individually with students at school so
that they feel safe and are healthy
(NASN, 2015). Through these efforts,
school nurses provide case management,
which improves chronic health
conditions and reduces absenteeism
(Jacobsen et al., 2016; Moricca et al.,
2013). School nurses also address
chronic absenteeism by identifying and
building on protective factors and
connecting students and families with
resources to mitigate barriers such as
community resources for food,
transportation, and housing (Jacobsen
et al., 2016; Schroeder, Malone, McCabe,
& Lipman, 2018).

School nurses develop trusting
relationships with students with
chronic health conditions and their
families. As integral team members,
school nurses help schools build a
culture of attendance by creating a
welcoming and engaging school
environment that emphasizes building
relationships with families and stresses
the importance of attending school
every day (Attendance Works, 2017).
For example, one school assigned
different team members to mentor and
befriend key students at risk. The
school nurse’s daily interaction with
the students helped improve
attendance and supported the team’s

approach to absenteeism (NASN, 2015).
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School nurses collect, interpret,
monitor, and use data to develop
population-based programs and identify
students at risk for absenteeism due to
health or social concerns including
students with disabilities. They use their
expertise in population-based care to
develop programs that provide education
and follow up on screenings, which also
increases return-to-class rates (American
Academy of Pediatrics, 2016; NASN,
2015, 2016). These skills can be used in
developing schoolwide programs. When
school nurses have access to attendance
data, they can track health-related
attendance rates and address these
concerns. School nurses can also address
chronic tardiness and early dismissals
related to health or social concerns that
may lead to absenteeism. Yet many
schools look at daily attendance
(students at school) and truancy but fail
to look at health-related absences
(Kemp, 2016).

Conclusion

Chronic absenteeism is a critical
problem influencing student academic
achievement with potential long-term
effects on health, education, and financial
stability. Finding solutions to the problem
of chronic absenteeism is critical for
enhancing educational outcomes for
students. School nurses are vital team
members who identify and mitigate the
health, safety, and social risk factors that
are barriers to school attendance
(McClanahan & Weismuller, 2015).m
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