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Why are children absent from 
preschool? A nationally 
representative analysis of Head 
Start programs
Kelly M. Purtell * and Arya Ansari 
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Introduction: Children who are absent from school, including preschool, do not 

make the same academic gains as their non-absent peers. However, we know 

little about what predicts absenteeism among preschool-attending children.

Methods: We used the Family and Child Experiences Study - 2009, a 

nationally representative sample of Head Start attendees (n = 2,842), to test the 

associations between a comprehensive set of child, family, and center factors, 

and children’s levels of absenteeism across the preschool year.

Results: Our findings highlight the multi-faceted nature of absenteeism. 

Family necessity, family routines, and center-level characteristics were all 

associated with absenteeism.

Discussion: Reducing preschool absenteeism requires a comprehensive 

approach as the factors that shape absences are varied. Our findings suggest 

that center-level strategies focused on outreach and classroom quality are 

important future directions.
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Introduction

Preschool is an effective means to improving children’s early learning and development, 
especially for children from low-income homes (Phillips et al., 2017). Given the mounting 
evidence supporting the benefits of preschool, large investments are being made into these 
programs across the country (Duncan and Magnuson, 2013). Despite these potential 
benefits of preschool enrollment, there is growing evidence to suggest that children do not 
reap the maximum benefit if they are not regularly present in school (Connolly and Olson, 
2012; Ansari and Purtell, 2018; Ehrlich et al., 2018; Fuhs et al., 2018; Rhoad-Drogalis and 
Justice, 2018; Ansari et al., 2021). However, there has been little work on understanding 
why children are absent in the earliest years of schooling.

To address this gap in scientific knowledge, we use a nationally representative sample 
of newly enrolled Head Start attendees to examine a comprehensive set of factors that 
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we  hypothesize will be  associated with children’s preschool 
absences. Understanding why children are absent in Head Start is 
an important policy question because it is the largest federally 
funded preschool program in the U.S., serving over 1 million 
children from low-income homes in 2019 alone (Office of Head 
Start, Administration for Children and Families, 2016). Head Start 
was created in 1965 as part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty 
with the goal of minimizing the socioeconomic disparities in 
children’s achievement. Interestingly, Head Start was designed as 
a two-generation program, meaning that it targeted both children 
and their parents (Zigler and Styfco, 2000). Thus, understanding 
how the family and school systems shape absenteeism in Head 
Start is particularly important.

There is far less information available on the prevalence of 
absenteeism in preschool than formal schooling, but studies from 
Baltimore (Connolly and Olson, 2012) and Chicago (Ehrlich et al., 
2018) suggest that absenteeism is especially high during the years 
leading up to kindergarten. For example, in Chicago, preschoolers 
were absent for roughly 10–13% of the school year (Ehrlich et al., 
2018). These averages indicate that a large share of children were 
chronically absent, meaning they missed more than 10% of the 
school year. Results from preschool programs in Baltimore reveal 
even higher levels of chronic absenteeism, with almost 27% of 
children being chronically absent (Connolly and Olson, 2012). 
These high rates of absences is troublesome because: (a) children 
who are absent from preschool do not make the same academic 
gains as their classmates who are less frequently absent (Connolly 
and Olson, 2012; Ansari and Purtell, 2018; Ehrlich et al., 2018; 
Fuhs et al., 2018; Rhoad-Drogalis and Justice, 2018); and (b) the 
more often children are absent in the early years, the more likely 
they were to be absent later on (Connolly and Olson, 2012; Dubay 
and Hollar, 2016; Gottfried, 2017; Ansari and Pianta, 2019). But, 
overall, these findings are not entirely surprising; the K-12 
literature has long highlighted the negative educational and 
financial implications of school absences (Gottfried, 2009, 2010, 
2011; Ready, 2010; Gershenson et  al., 2015; Gottfried and 
Hutt, 2019).

To understand the consequences of absenteeism, and 
eventually to develop effective solutions to reduce it, requires a 
deeper understanding of the barriers to school attendance and 
which children are more likely to miss time from school. And even 
though there has been recent advances in trying to understand 
“why” children are absent in K-12 (e.g., Gottfried, 2015, 2017;  
Morrissey et al., 2014; Gottfried and Gee, 2017), there has been 
little effort to understand these dynamics among preschool-aged 
children. This is an important gap in knowledge because preschool 
differs from formal schooling in many ways that may contribute 
to both the higher rates of absenteeism and the reasons why 
children are absent.

Primarily, preschool in the United States. is not mandated by 
law and because of its voluntary nature, some parents may view its 
role in promoting their children’s development differently than 
formal schooling. Indeed, while most parents believe that school 
attendance is important, there is variation in whether parents 
ascribe these beliefs in relation to preschool, or only when their 

children are older (Ehrlich et  al., 2013). The potentially more 
varied beliefs about preschool may be one reason why there are 
higher levels of absences in preschool than later schooling (Dubay 
and Holla, 2015).

When studying absenteeism, children’s health is often 
considered as the primary contributor to absenteeism (Ehrlich 
et al., 2013; however, there are multiple pathways that may lead to 
children missing school, especially in early childhood when 
schooling is not mandatory. Two theoretical models help to 
navigate this complex process. First, Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological theory highlights the importance of multiple 
contexts in shaping children’s development (Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris, 2006). Two tenets of this theory are particularly relevant. 
First, the concept of the mesosystem, which focuses on 
interrelations across contexts, highlights the interrelatedness of 
family and school environments. Applied here, it may be  that 
experiences in the home prevent (or promote) children’s preschool 
attendance. Second, this framework also emphasizes the role of 
the child in shaping their own home and school experiences. Thus, 
it may be that when a child (or parent) has positive experiences at 
preschool, they may be more motivated to go (or send their child), 
and in turn, reduce absenteeism.

The accommodations framework (Meyers and Jordan, 2006) 
also provides a useful lens through which to understand children’s 
school absences. This economic framework was initially developed 
to explain how families make choices about childcare for their 
children and highlights the complex web of factors that influence 
these choices. Many of these factors may also influence preschool 
attendance. For example, need and necessity are highlighted as key 
factors that shape parents’ decisions for childcare. When applied 
here, it may be that families with working parents have children 
with fewer absences because they need childcare so they can work; 
however, for families with mismatches between employment and 
preschool hours, absenteeism may be higher. This framework also 
highlights the importance of norms and values in parental 
decisions surrounding childcare. As discussed earlier, whether an 
individual parent values preschool in the same way society values 
later schooling is likely to have important implications for how 
likely they are to allow their child to miss extensive time 
from preschool.

Supporting these theories, the K-12 literature suggests that the 
reasons underlying children’s school absences are complex and cut 
across different layers of the home and school systems in addition 
to the communities in which families reside (e.g., Baker et al., 2001; 
Epstein and Sheldon, 2002; Morrissey et al., 2014; Gottfried, 2015). 
Although a number of these features are likely to be important at 
the preschool level, it is important to consider the specific factors 
relevant to preschool absences, especially in the context of Head 
Start. In addition to serving children from lower-income families, 
Head Start has a longstanding focus on parent engagement which 
may shape absenteeism patterns in unique ways. Given that Head 
Start is the largest federal preschool program, understanding 
predictors of absenteeism in this context is critical.

We ground the factors we examine in these theories, the Head 
Start context, and their policy relevance. Understanding how 
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various factors shape absenteeism provides information that can 
be used to improve attendance in the future. We focus on both 
family- and classroom factors, as both are shaped by policy and 
practice. Although many of these factors have not been examined 
in the context of Head Start, we rely on research on absenteeism 
in elementary school to describe them below.

Family circumstance/necessity

Although children’s health has been found to predict higher 
levels of absenteeism during the elementary and secondary school 
years (Allensworth and Easton, 2007; Ready, 2010; Childs and 
Lofton, 2021), other mechanisms, similar to those described in the 
accommodations framework have also been considered. For 
example, because parents sometimes consider preschool to 
be  childcare, and less of an educational opportunity, how 
frequently their child attends may be driven by how much they 
need childcare and how frequently their need for care overlaps 
with the hours the program is open. Thus, family factors such as 
the other adults in the home and maternal employment may 
be associated with absenteeism.

Family stress and routines

. Other family factors, including the levels of stress and chaos 
within the home may make it more difficult for children to 
consistently attend preschool, as these challenges may make it 
difficult for families to get their child to school. Alternatively, these 
families may have a greater need for out of home care and thus, 
limit the number of times their child is absent. Family poverty is 
a related factor that has been documented as a consistent predictor 
of absenteeism, in part due to the reasons discussed above, but 
also because it is associated with poor neighborhood conditions 
and community violence, which make it more difficult for families 
to get to school (Chen et al., 2000; Allensworth and Easton, 2007; 
Gottfried, 2010; Ansari and Gottfried, 2020).

Children’s academic and 
social-behavioral skills

In addition to the above family processes, another important 
dimension emphasized by bioecological theory includes the 
attributes and skills of children (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 
2006). These skills and behaviors can either support or impede 
children’s experiences, including their school attendance. For 
example, children who demonstrate low skills or problematic 
behaviors may signal to their parents that they need more help, 
and thus, reduce the likelihood of absenteeism (i.e., 
compensatory effects). On the other hand, children who 
demonstrate more optimal skills and behaviors may encourage 
parents to continue to invest in their education and, 
consequently, parents may take extra efforts to make sure their 

children are not absent from school (i.e., enrichment effects). 
Although both possibilities have received theoretical support, 
the evidence in the K-12 literature with respect to absenteeism 
has been mixed (e.g., Gottfried and Gee, 2017; Ansari 
et al., 2020).

Center and classroom processes

Despite the challenges faced by low-income families, the 
center itself also has the potential to influence the frequency of 
absenteeism. For example, centers that make an effort to meet with 
families or provide transportation and medical care may increase 
the ability of families to attend preschool regularly (e.g., Gottfried, 
2013, 2017). Similarly, centers that make efforts to increase 
parents’ beliefs in the importance of preschool for their children’s 
future are also likely to reduce absenteeism (Ehrlich et al., 2013). 
Children’s relationships with their teacher are also important to 
their overall schooling experience (Crosnoe et al., 2004). If a child 
has a close relationship with their teacher, and more generally, 
positive experiences within the classroom, they may be  more 
likely to want to attend preschool. Likewise, if parents perceive the 
classroom as being a positive experience for their child, they may 
do more to ensure that their child is present as much as possible. 
These potential influences may be  particularly relevant in 
preschool when parental beliefs are so variable.

Despite the clear rationale for hypothesizing that these cross-
contextual factors would shape children’s preschool absences, 
most have not been examined empirically. To push the early 
childhood field forward we need to test these hypotheses, which 
requires theoretically grounded and advanced research methods. 
Thus, we  sought to fill these gaps by examining the reasons 
underlying children’s preschool absences in a national sample of 
Head Start attendees. Because prior research has shown that one 
additional absence is not as detrimental for children’s academic 
achievement, but rather it is the accumulation of multiple days 
missed, we examine predictors of chronic absenteeism in addition 
to overall absences. Similar to other studies, we define chronic 
absenteeism as missing at least 10% of the school year (Balfanz 
and Byrnes, 2012). Taken together, this study can identify factors 
that can be targeted in the future to increase children’s preschool 
attendance, and ultimately, increase their kindergarten readiness.

Materials and methods

FACES 2009 followed a nationally representative sample of 
3,349 3- and 4-year-old first time Head Start attendees across 486 
classrooms (Moiduddin et  al., 2012). For the purposes this 
investigation, we used data from the Head Start year (fall 2009 and 
spring 2010) and we excluded 444 children who did not have a 
valid longitudinal weight and 63 children who were in a home-
based program, resulting in a final analytic sample of 2,842 
children and families. On average, our final sample of children 
(50% female) were 3.84 years of age with the majority coming 
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from ethnic minority households (36% Latine, 34% Black, 8% 
Asian/other). Table 1 presents full sample descriptives.

Missing data ranged from 0–17%, with an average of 
approximately 6% per indicator. In total, there were roughly 200 
patterns of missing data. Approximately, 60% of children had 
complete case data. The most common pattern of missingness 
involved missing data on indicators of social support, employment, 
and absenteeism (7%). The next most common patterns involved 
missing data on classroom quality (5% of cases), maternal 
education (3% of cases), academic assessments (3% of cases), 
absenteeism (3% of cases), and maternal employment and 

TABLE 1 Weighted descriptive statistics for focal variables.

Variables M SD

Absenteeism

Proportion of days child was absent 0.05 0.04

Child was chronically absent

Family necessity

0.12

Number of adults in the household 1.99 0.95

Number of children in the household 2.60 1.23

Parents marital status

Married 0.29

Single 0.18

Not two parent household 0.53

Mothers’ employment status

Full time 0.27

Part time 0.21

Unemployed 0.52

Mother enrolled in classes 0.25

Ratio of income to poverty 2.52 1.36

Other child care

No other care 0.65

Relative care in home 0.12

Relative care out of home 0.14

Center-based care 0.10

Social support 2.52 0.50

Sources of social supporta

Child’s father is helpful 0.64

Child’s father is not helpful 0.27

Spouse is helpful 0.40

Spouse is not helpful 0.06

Child’s grandparents are helpful 0.73

Child’s grandparents are not 

helpful

0.16

Relatives are helpful 0.78

Relatives are not helpful 0.19

Friends are helpful 0.71

Friends are not helpful 0.25

Head Start is helpful 0.84

Head Start is not helpful 0.14

Other Head Start parents are 

helpful

0.39

Other Head Start parents are not 

helpful

0.46

Stress and routines

Food insecurity 0.39 0.59

Adequacy of medical care 0.94 0.13

Residential instability 0.49 0.83

Receipt of government benefits 0.30 0.20

Receipt of child support 0.22 0.41

Number of days family eats dinner 

together

5.36 1.76

Mothers’ depressive symptoms 4.89 5.82

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Variables M SD

Mom has poor health 0.17

Child has poor health 0.05

Child’s hours of sleep 10.39 0.89

Child has regular sleep schedule 0.89

Mothers’ perception of neighborhood 

violence

0.73 1.23

Children’s early skills

Behavior problems −0.06 0.96

Social skills 0.01 0.98

Academics 0.08 0.75

Center and classroom processes

Frequency of home visits 2.17 1.48

Frequency of parent-teacher 

meetings

2.68 0.97

Services provided to families 0.76 0.15

Quality of teacher-child interactions 

(CLASS)

4.07 0.49

Child enjoys school 3.83 0.42

Parent feels welcome at school 3.78 0.48

Number of children chronically 

absent

1.66 0.65

Classroom behavior is good 3.39 0.81

Covariates

Child race/ethnicity

White 0.21

Black 0.34

Latine 0.36

Asian/other 0.08

Child gender (male) 0.50

Child has a disability 0.06

Mother born in the U.S. 0.71

Program is full day 0.60

Child 1 year away from kindergarten 0.43

Child age (months) 46.09 6.65

Mothers’ age (years) 28.83 5.89

Household language not English 0.24

Mothers’ education 1.99 0.92

aProportions for social support will not sum to 1.00 because an additional dummy 
variable was included for families who reported “not applicable.”
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coursework (3%). All other patterns of missing data represented 
less than 1–2% of cases.

Measures

Below, we describe our focal measures.

Absenteeism
During the spring parents were asked, “Approximately how 

many days has [CHILD] been absent since the beginning of the 
school year?” Responses were continuously measured and ranged 
from 0 to 20. Because not all parents reported on their children’s 
absences at the same time point (52% in March; 28% in April; and 
20% in May), and because programs operated for a different 
number of days per week, we  created an indicator of the 
proportion of days missed as a fraction of the days children were 
enrolled in school. To do so, we used parents date of assessment 
during the spring to gauge how long children were enrolled in 
school and divided the number of days children were absent by 
the number of months they were enrolled. This measured 
provided us with the number of days children were absent per 
month. Next, we multiplied the number of days children were 
absent per month by nine (the months of the school year). Finally, 
we divided this estimate by the number of days the program was 
in operation, which provided us with the proportion of the year 
children were absent. Chronic absenteeism was defined as missing 
10% or more of the school year (Balfanz and Byrnes, 2012).

Family circumstance/necessity
We included nine parent-reported measures of family 

circumstances that may influence children’s absenteeism. 
We  included two measures of household composition: The 
number of adults and number of children in the household. 
We  have three categories to describe parental marital status: 
Married, not married, and not a two-parent household (i.e., 
cohabitating). Mothers’ employment status was coded as full-time, 
part-time, or not employed. We also included an indicator for 
whether the mother was currently enrolled in classes. The family 
financial situation was captured by the income-to-poverty 
measure (1 = less than 50% of the Federal Poverty Line; 6 = above 
200% of the Federal Poverty Line). We also included measures of 
other sources of childcare that children experienced before or after 
Head Start, which included: Relative or non-relative care in home, 
relative or non-relative care not in home, center-based care, or no 
other care. Each of the aforementioned indicators was measured 
at the beginning of the Head Start year.

Two aspects of social support were also included as part of 
families’ circumstances. These indicators were collected toward 
the end of the Head Start year. First, parents reported on six items 
that described how much social support they perceived having (α 
=0.86:1 = never true; 3 = always true). Sample items included “help 
watch child when parent runs errands” and “others will loan 
emergency cash.” Second, parents reported on how helpful they 

perceived the following sources to be in terms of helping with 
their children: child’s father, spouse, child’s grandparents, relatives, 
friends, Head Start, and other Head Start parents (1 = not very 
helpful; 2 = somewhat helpful; 3 = very helpful; 4 = not applicable). 
Due to the distribution of responses, we categorized responses 
into a dichotomous variable (0 = not very helpful, 1 = somewhat or 
very helpful) and included the not applicable response as a 
flag variable.

Family stress and routines
Parents also reported on several dimensions of family 

routines and stress, each of which was measured at the start of 
the Head Start year. First, family food insecurity was captured 
by a single item asking the frequency with which food runs out 
because of money (never true, sometimes true, often true). 
Adequacy of medical care was a sum of three items asking about 
whether the child had a doctor’s visit in the past year, a dental 
visit in the past year, and health insurance (Gershoff et  al., 
2007). Residential instability was the number of times the 
family moved in the past 12 months. Receipt of government 
benefits was the proportion of six benefits families received: 
TANF, unemployment insurance, Food Stamps, WIC, social 
security, and energy assistance. Mothers also reported on 
whether they received child support. Three items tapped into 
routines: The average number of hours the child slept, whether 
the child had at least 4 days a week that followed a regular sleep 
schedule, and the number of days per week the family ate dinner 
together. Two maternal health indicators were also included: 
mother’s depression, measured by 12 items from the CES-D 
(α = 0.86; Radloff, 1977), and whether the mother reported poor 
or fair health. An indicator for poor or fair child health was also 
included. Finally, mothers reported on their exposure to 
neighborhood violence using 4 items that captured whether 
parents saw violent or non-violent crimes in their neighborhood 
and whether they knew someone that was—or they themselves 
were—a victim of a violent crime. Responses were categorized 
into a 5-point scale capturing the severity of neighborhood 
violence (0 = witnessed no crimes; 5 = experienced a 
violent crime).

Children’s early academic and 
social-behavioral skills

Children’s early academic and social-behavioral skills were 
measured at the beginning of the Head Start year. First, 
children’s early academic skills were based on direct 
assessments of their language, literacy, and math skills. 
Language was captured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test (Dunn and Dunn, 1997; α = 0.97), a measure of children’s 
receptive vocabulary. Literacy skills were captured through 
two subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson assessment, Letter-
Word Identification (α = 0.85) and Spelling Word (α = 0.79; 
Woodcock et al., 2001). The two measures captured children’s 
ability to identify and write upper- or lower-case letters. 
Children’s math skills were also directly assessed with the 
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Woodcock-Johnson Applied Problems subscale (α = 0.87; 
Woodcock et  al., 2001). These measures were composited 
together to create an overall indicator of early academic 
achievement (α =0.74). Next, children’s behavior problems 
were reported on by teachers using 14 items from the Personal 
Maturity Scale (Entwisle et  al., 1987) and the Behavior 
Problems Index (Peterson and Zill, 1986), which captured 
children’s aggressive hyperactive, and withdrawn behavior 
(α = 0.88). Finally, as part of the data collection, teachers also 
reported on children’s social skills (e.g., how often children 
followed directions, helped put things away, followed rules) 
using 12 items from the Personal Maturity Scale (Entwisle 
et al., 1987) and the Social Skills Rating System (Gresham and 
Elliott, 1990; α = 0.89).

Center and classroom processes
To capture center and classroom processes, we leveraged 

data from parents, teachers, and administrators. First, toward 
the end of the Head Start year, the child’s teacher reported on 
the frequency with which they performed home visits and their 
frequency of parent-teacher meetings. Next, at the beginning of 
the year, the center director reported on 15 different services 
provided to families (0 = no, 1 = yes), which were summed 
together (α = 0.72; e.g., medical care, dental care, transportation, 
and education or job training). All Head Start classrooms were 
also observed and rated on the CLASS in the spring (Pianta 
et al., 2008), which provides a measure of the quality of teacher-
child interactions. The CLASS is based on a 7-point Likert scale 
(1–2 = low to 6–7 = high) and measures instructional, social–
emotional, and organizational aspects of the classroom. Next, 
in the end of the year surveys, teachers reported on the number 
of children in their classroom who were chronically absent 
(1 = none, 4 = 5 or more) and the overall behavior of the 
classroom (1 = the group misbehaves very frequently and is 
almost always difficult to handle, 5 = the group behaves 
exceptionally well). Finally, in the end of year surveys, parents 
provided their perceptions of the center through seven items 
(1 = never, 4 = always), which were used to create two scales: 
parents’ feelings of welcomeness at the school (α = 0.74; e.g., 
teacher is supportive of parent, parent feels welcome by teacher) 
and children’s enjoyment of school (α = 0.64; e.g., child feels safe 
at school; child is happy at Head Start).

Covariates
In addition to the focal predictors discussed above, we also 

included a number of covariates that were collected at the start of 
the Head start year, namely: Child race/ethnicity, child gender, 
child disability status, mothers’ immigration status, whether the 
program was full day, whether the child was less than 1 year away 
from kindergarten, child and mother age, home language, and 
maternal education. Because of the large number of variables 
included, we examined all predictors for multi-collinearity issues 
and found none. Less than 1% of correlations among predictors 
were above 0.50.

Analysis plan

Two sets of analyses were estimated using (StataCorp, 
2011). First, we  estimated OLS models to examine the 
associations between the predictors and the continuous 
measure of absenteeism. For these models, we provide effect 
sizes that correspond with how many standard deviations (SDs) 
our dependent variables change per SD increase in our 
continuous predictors. Given the categorical nature of some of 
our predictors (where SDs are not meaningful), for those 
variables (e.g., employment), we  provide effect sizes that 
correspond with the unstandardized regression coefficient 
divided by the SD of the dependent variable. Second, 
we  estimated logistic regression models to examine the 
predictors of the dichotomous chronic absenteeism variable. To 
gauge the meaningfulness of these associations we provide odds 
ratios which capture the differences in chronic absenteeism 
given a one-unit change in the predictor. To facilitate 
interpretation across variables, we also also provide a percent 
change in rates of chronic absenteeism given a one standard 
deviation change in all continuous variables. All models were 
clustered at the classroom level to account for dependence in 
child outcomes and weighted to be nationally representative. To 
account for missing data, we  imputed 50 datasets using the 
chained equations method.

Additionally, because absenteeism is not distributed uniformly 
across schools and communities, we  treat the above analytic 
framework as our primary specification and allow the variances 
in absenteeism to vary across different contexts. However, as an 
additional analysis, we  also estimated additional models that 
implemented classroom fixed effects. In these models, 
we  constrained the analysis to examining children within 
classrooms and, as such, we  hold constant all classroom-level 
practices and processes. Thus, the classroom fixed effects models 
consider why some children are more (or less) likely to be absent 
than their classmates. Although not intended to be  causal, 
classroom fixed effects provide a more rigorous estimation of how 
individual child and family factors are associated with 
absenteeism. We present both analytic specifications to provide a 
more balanced and nuanced portrait about absenteeism in Head 
Start. In doing so, it is important to note that classroom fixed 
effects models cannot be implemented with logistic regression 
and, consequently, when looking at chronic absenteeism as the 
outcome, we estimate a linear probability model. Coefficients for 
those models can be interpreted as the percentage change as a 
function of a one unit change in the predictor. Lastly, we estimated 
a robustness check using fractional response models for our OLS 
models due to the nature of our dependent variable.

Results

On average, children missed 5% of the school year and 12% 
were chronically absent.
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Predictors of absenteeism

Our first model predicted the proportion of days a child 
was absent. Unstandardized and standardized coefficients are 
presented in the left two columns of Table  2. To begin, 
we found that very few family necessity and social support 
factors predicted children’s absences. However, the need for 
preschool (as captured by full-time employment), presence of 
siblings, and social support received, especially from other 
parents in the program, were linked with fewer school 
absences, with effect sizes ranging from roughly 5–15% of a 
SD. And even though children’s early academic and social-
behavioral skills at the start of Head Start were not linked with 
absenteeism, family stress and routines did matter. More 
specifically, children whose families received greater 
government assistance were absent more often, whereas 
children who experienced more frequent family dinners had 
fewer absences. Not surprisingly, children in poor health 
missed a considerable more amount of school (ES = 33% of a 
SD) and so did children who lived in neighborhoods perceived 
by their mother to be violent.

Moving beyond the home context, we  also found that a 
number of center and classroom characteristics were linked with 
preschool absences. For example, children who enjoyed school 
were less frequently absent and so were children who attended 
classrooms that provided higher quality services. In contrast, there 
was evidence of spillover effects, whereby children were more 
frequently absent when they were enrolled in classrooms with a 
higher proportion of absent peers. Effect sizes for these 
associations ranged from approximately 5–10% of a SD.

And although not a focal study objective, in terms of 
covariates, we found that Black and Latine children had fewer 
absences than White children. In contrast, children born to 
immigrant mothers had fewer absences than those whose mothers 
were born in the U.S. and children who attended a full-day 
program were also absent less frequently than children in 
part-day programs.

Predictors of chronic absenteeism

Our second model predicted whether children were 
chronically absent from Head Start. Unstandardized coefficients 
and odds ratios are provided in final two columns of Table 2. 
Overall, the patterns of results were similar to those documented 
above for absenteeism continuously measured, but there were a 
few notable differences.

When looking at family necessity, the three significant 
associations were the same as above: A greater number of children 
in the household, maternal full-time employment, and support 
from other Head Start parents were all predictive of a lower 
likelihood of chronic absences. In terms of family routines and 
stress, we again found that receipt of governmental benefits was 
associated with increased preschool absences; however, unlike our 

models predicting overall levels of absences, when predicting 
chronic absences, we found that the adequacy of medical care was 
linked with a lower likelihood of chronic absenteeism. Poor child 
health was again a sizeable predictor of chronic absenteeism, but 
unlike our first model predicting overall levels of absences, 
children’s sleep patterns was associated with chronic absenteeism. 
Specifically, children who had more hours of sleep per night were 
less likely to be chronically absent.

Like above, a similar pattern of center and classroom factors 
were also documented when examining how likely children were 
to be chronically absent, but many of the predictors were only 
marginally significant. And, in terms of covariates, the same 
patterns emerged. Black and Latine children (versus White 
children) were less likely to be chronically absent and children in 
full-day programs were less likely to be  absent than those in 
half-day programs.

Classroom fixed effects

Our next set of analyses implemented classroom fixed effects 
(see Table 3). These results are presented in Table 3. Results from 
these analyses were generally similar to those reported above, but 
fewer stress and routine variables were associated with absenteeism 
when comparing children with their classmates. Importantly, 
however, even though fewer factors were significantly linked with 
within classroom absenteeism, the effect sizes for the focal 
associations were comparable across both specifications, 
suggesting that the reasons children were absent are comparable 
when making both within and between classroom comparisons.

Fractional response models

As a robustness check, we ran our OLS models using fractional 
response modeling. Because we had not included bounds for our 
imputations, 1–2% of cases had values that fell below 0%. To 
estimate fractional response models, we estimated models that: (a) 
excluded these 1–2% of cases and (b) recoded their values as 0. In 
both instances, our results were substantively similar to the results 
presented in Table 2 (results available from author upon request).

Discussion

Preschool absences are not uncommon. In fact, our results 
show that Head Start attendees miss approximately 5% of the 
school year on average and 12% of children are chronically absent. 
Because preschool attendance has been linked to improved 
academic achievement and later school attendance (Connolly and 
Olson, 2012; Ansari and Purtell, 2018; Ehrlich et al., 2018; Fuhs 
et al., 2018; Rhoad-Drogalis and Justice, 2018), it is critical to 
understand why children miss time from school. Resonating with 
both bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) and 
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TABLE 2 Results from regression models predicting absenteeism and chronic absenteeism.

Absenteeism Chronic absenteeism

B (SE) β B (SE) OR % Diff.

Family necessity

Number of adults in the household −0.000 (0.001) −0.01 −0.014 (0.081) 0.99 −1%

Number of children in the household −0.004 (0.001) *** −0.10 −0.218 (0.069) ** 0.80 −24%

Parents marital status

Single −0.000 (0.004) −0.01 0.216 (0.300) 1.24 24%

Not two parent household −0.005 (0.003) −0.12 −0.079 (0.242) 0.92 −8%

Mothers’ employment status

Full time −0.006 (0.003) * −0.13 −0.496 (0.213) * 0.61 −39%

Part time −0.003 (0.003) −0.06 −0.242 (0.202) 0.79 −21%

Mother enrolled in classes −0.004 (0.002) −0.09 −0.262 (0.204) 0.77 −23%

Ratio of income to poverty 0.001 (0.001) 0.03 0.031 (0.058) 1.03 4%

Other child care

Relative care in home 0.003 (0.003) 0.06 0.204 (0.268) 1.23 23%

Relative care out of home −0.001 (0.003) −0.02 −0.157 (0.251) 0.85 −15%

Center-based care −0.003 (0.004) −0.07 −0.172 (0.284) 0.84 −16%

Social support 0.005 (0.002) * 0.06 0.262 (0.196) 1.30 14%

Sources of social supporta

Child’s father is helpful −0.001 (0.003) −0.03 0.016 (0.192) 1.02 2%

Spouse is helpful 0.004 (0.004) 0.09 0.083 (0.339) 1.09 9%

Child’s grandparents are helpful −0.005 (0.003) −0.12 −0.249 (0.230) 0.78 −22%

Relatives are helpful 0.002 (0.003) 0.04 −0.186 (0.225) 0.83 −17%

Friends are helpful −0.001 (0.003) −0.03 0.137 (0.211) 1.15 15%

Head Start is helpful 0.000 (0.003) 0.01 0.089 (0.250) 1.09 9%

Other Head Start parents are helpful −0.006 (0.002) ** −0.13 −0.438 (0.172) * 0.65 35%

Stress and routines

Food insecurity 0.001 (0.002) 0.01 0.257 (0.133) + 1.29 16%

Adequacy of medical care −0.011 (0.008) −0.03 −1.229 (0.489) * 0.29 −15%

Residential instability −0.000 (0.001) −0.00 −0.016 (0.089) 0.98 −2%

Receipt of government benefits 0.015 (0.005) ** 0.07 1.019 (0.403) * 2.77 22%

Receipt of child support −0.001 (0.003) −0.03 −0.186 (0.203) 0.83 −17%

Number of days family eats dinner together −0.001 (0.001) * −0.05 −0.064 (0.043) 0.94 −11%

Mothers’ depressive symptoms 0.000 (0.000) + 0.04 0.001 (0.013) 1.00 6%

Mom has poor health 0.002 (0.003) 0.05 0.098 (0.214) 1.10 10%

Child has poor health 0.015 (0.005) ** 0.33 0.826 (0.267) ** 2.28 128%

Child’s hours of sleep −0.001 (0.001) −0.03 −0.211 (0.098) * 0.81 −17%

Child has regular sleep schedule −0.003 (0.003) −0.06 −0.426 (0.227) + 0.65 −35%

Mothers’ perception of neighborhood violence 0.002 (0.001) ** 0.07 0.151 (0.062) * 1.16 20%

Children’s early skills

Behavior problems −0.002 (0.001) −0.04 −0.034 (0.108) 0.97 −3%

Social skills −0.002 (0.001) −0.04 −0.050 (0.100) 0.95 −6%

Academics 0.001 (0.002) 0.02 0.195 (0.152) 1.22 14%

Center and classroom processes

Frequency of home visits −0.001 (0.001) −0.03 −0.032 (0.057) 0.97 −4%

Frequency of parent-teacher meetings −0.001 (0.001) −0.02 −0.028 (0.081) 0.97 −3%

Services provided to families −0.016 (0.008) + −0.05 −0.998 (0.512) + 0.37 −14%

Quality of teacher-child interactions (CLASS) −0.004 (0.002) * −0.05 −0.274 (0.163) + 0.76 −13%

Child enjoys school −0.009 (0.003) ** −0.08 −0.354 (0.197) + 0.70 −14%

Parent feels welcome at school 0.002 (0.003) 0.03 0.046 (0.184) 1.05 2%

Number of children chronically absent 0.006 (0.002) *** 0.09 0.342 (0.116) ** 1.41 25%

(Continued)

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1031379
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Purtell and Ansari 10.3389/feduc.2022.1031379

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org

models of preschool selection (Meyers and Jordan, 2006), our 
results highlight the multifaceted nature of preschool absences, 
with multiple factors across contexts contributing to the likelihood 
that children would miss time from preschool.

We found a number of family factors that were associated with 
children’s absences. To start, children who had mothers that were 
employed full-time and children who were in a household with a 
greater number of children were both less likely to be absent and 
chronically absent. Families with multiple children and full-time 
employment may rely on preschool for childcare, and thus, be less 
likely to let their child miss significant time from school. The 
finding on number of children in the home is different from 
qualitative findings with elementary-aged children, where having 
a greater number of children in the household can make getting 
to school more challenging (Sugrue et al., 2016). Children whose 
families had more frequent routines were also absent less 
frequently than children whose families had fewer daily routines. 
Specifically, more family dinners were associated with fewer 
absences, and both the regularity and amount of children’s sleep 
were also associated with fewer absences. That families that are 
more regular in their routines at home would also be more routine 
in their children’s preschool experience is perhaps not surprising 
as more routines in the home are likely to mitigate stressors 
associated with absenteeism.

Similar to the existing literature on elementary school 
absences (e.g., Ready, 2010), we found that children’s health was 
strongly associated with absences and chronic absenteeism in 
preschool. On the contrary, neither mothers’ physical nor mental 
health played a role in their children’s absences, although it is 
plausible that these characteristics shaped absenteeism through 

their associations with family routines. Similar to prior research, 
a number of indicators of economic stressors were also associated 
with absenteeism and chronic absenteeism, including food 
insecurity, adequacy of medical care, and receipt of governmental 
assistance (Chang and Romero, 2008). These economic challenges 
are likely to be associated with day-to-day barriers to attendance, 
such as transportation, which is an important correlate of regular 
school attendance (Gottfried, 2017). Lastly, mothers who 
perceived their neighborhoods to be violent had children who 
were more frequently absent. It may be that this is operating as 
another marker of economic disadvantage, or it may be that living 
in dangerous neighborhoods poses a separate barrier to regular 
preschool attendance. Taken together, these findings suggest that 
social and economic disadvantages pose great challenges to high 
rates of attendance at Head Start. Programs focused on reducing 
absenteeism need to consider the complex circumstances families 
may be experiencing throughout the school year.

More hearteningly, we  found a number of center- and 
classroom-level features that were associated with fewer 
preschool absences. For example, children who attended centers 
that provided more services to families were less likely to 
be  absent. This suggests that a continued focus on family 
outreach may benefit children by increasing attendance, in 
addition to its other positive impacts on families (e.g., Barnett 
et al., 2020). Children’s classroom experiences also played a role 
in the regularity of their attendance; specifically, children were 
less likely to be absent when their mothers’ perceived them as 
enjoying school and when they attended classrooms that were 
rated as higher quality. Thus, positive child experiences in the 
classroom is a potential pathway to reduced absenteeism. 

TABLE 2 (Continued)

Absenteeism Chronic absenteeism

B (SE) β B (SE) OR % Diff.

Classroom behavior good 0.001 (0.001) 0.02 0.151 (0.093) 1.16 13%

Covariates

Child race/ethnicity

Black −0.020 (0.003) *** −0.45 −0.931 (0.240) *** 0.39 −61%

Latine −0.009 (0.004) * −0.19 −0.649 (0.257) * 0.52 −48%

Asian/other −0.010 (0.005) * −0.23 −0.487 (0.339) 0.61 −39%

Child gender (male) 0.002 (0.002) 0.05 −0.002 (0.161) 1.00 0%

Child has disability −0.003 (0.005) −0.08 −0.094 (0.315) 0.91 −9%

Mother born in the United States 0.010 (0.004) * 0.22 0.168 (0.300) 1.18 18%

Program is full day −0.009 (0.002) *** −0.21 −0.698 (0.181) *** 0.50 −50%

Child 1 year away from kindergarten 0.003 (0.004) 0.08 0.042 (0.297) 1.04 4%

Child age −0.001 (0.00) + −0.07 −0.029 (0.022) 0.97 −17%

Mothers’ age −0.000 (0.00) −0.02 −0.024 (0.016) 0.98 −14%

Household language not English 0.001 (0.001) 0.02 0.049 (0.341) 1.05 5%

Mothers’ education 0.000 (0.001) 0.00 0.040 (0.093) 1.04 4%

aAlthough not shown, an additional dummy variable was included for the social-support variables representing those who reported not applicable. O.R. is odds ratios. The O.R. results are 
not using standardized predictors and thus can be interpreted as one unit increase on the original scale metric. To present a more comparable metric across predictors, the % diff column 
corresponds to the percent change in rates of chronic absenteeism given a one standard deviation change in continuous predictors. ***p < 0.001. **p < 0.01. *p < 0.05. +p < 0.10.
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TABLE 3 Results from regression models predicting absenteeism and chronic absenteeism using classroom fixed effects.

Absenteeism Chronic absenteeism

B (SE) β B (SE) βb

Family necessity

Number of adults in the household 0.001 (0.001) 0.01 0.003 (0.008) 0.00

Number of children in the household −0.003 (0.001) *** −0.09 −0.018 (0.007) ** −0.02

Parents marital status

Single −0.000 (0.004) −0.00 0.015 (0.034) 0.01

Not two parent household −0.003 (0.004) −0.07 0.005 (0.028) 0.00

Mothers’ employment status

Full time −0.006 (0.003) * −0.13 −0.048 (0.021) * −0.05

Part time −0.002 (0.003) −0.04 −0.021 (0.023) −0.02

Mother enrolled in classes −0.004 (0.003) −0.09 −0.037 (0.021) + −0.04

Ratio of income to poverty 0.001 (0.001) 0.03 0.007 (0.006) 0.01

Other child care

Relative care in home 0.001 (0.003) 0.02 0.008 (0.028) 0.01

Relative care out of home 0.002 (0.003) 0.04 0.011 (0.023) 0.01

Center-based care −0.001 (0.005) −0.01 0.005 (0.033) 0.01

Social support 0.004 (0.003) 0.04 0.024 (0.021) 0.01

Sources of social supporta

Child’s father is helpful −0.002 (0.003) −0.06 −0.000 (0.021) −0.00

Spouse is helpful 0.006 (0.005) 0.14 0.039 (0.035) 0.04

Child’s grandparents are helpful −0.005 (0.003) −0.12 −0.021 (0.029) −0.02

Relatives are helpful 0.002 (0.003) 0.04 −0.024 (0.027) −0.02

Friends are helpful −0.001 (0.003) −0.03 0.020 (0.025) 0.02

Head Start is helpful 0.000 (0.003) 0.01 0.006 (0.026) 0.01

Other Head Start parents are helpful −0.006 (0.002) ** −0.14 −0.046 (0.019) * −0.05

Stress and routines

Food insecurity 0.001 (0.002) 0.01 0.031 (0.016) + 0.02

Adequacy of medical care −0.017 (0.008) * −0.05 −0.177 (0.067) ** −0.02

Residential instability 0.000 (0.001) 0.01 0.003 (0.011) 0.00

Receipt of government benefits 0.015 (0.006) ** 0.07 0.113 (0.048) * 0.02

Receipt of child support −0.000 (0.003) −0.01 −0.012 (0.022) −0.01

Number of days family eats dinner together −0.001 (0.001) * −0.06 −0.007 (0.005) −0.01

Mothers’ depressive symptoms 0.000 (0.000) + 0.05 0.001 (0.002) 0.01

Mom has poor health 0.003 (0.003) 0.08 0.019 (0.026) 0.02

Child has poor health 0.010 (0.006) + 0.24 0.061 (0.038) 0.06

Child’s hours of sleep −0.002 (0.001) −0.03 −0.019 (0.011) + −0.02

Child has regular sleep schedule −0.004 (0.004) −0.10 −0.068 (0.028) * −0.07

Mothers’ perception of neighborhood violence 0.002 (0.001) * 0.06 0.013 (0.008) + 0.02

Center and classroom processes

Frequency of home visits − − − −

Frequency of parent-teacher meetings − − − −

Services provided to families − − − −

Quality of teacher-child interactions (CLASS) − − − −

Child enjoys school −0.008 (0.004) * −0.07 −0.043 (0.027) −0.02

Parent feels welcome at school 0.002 (0.003) 0.02 0.001 (0.023) 0.00

Number of children chronically absent − − − −

Classroom behavior good − − − −

Children’s early skills

Behavior problems −0.001 (0.002) −0.03 −0.007 (0.014) −0.01

Social skills −0.002 (0.002) −0.04 −0.010 (0.014) −0.01
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Interestingly, the other social support item that was associated 
with fewer school absences was parents’ perceptions of support 
from other Head Start parents, suggesting that facilitating 
relationships between parents is another important way that 
centers may be  able to reduce absenteeism. Despite these 
promising avenues for reducing preschool absences, we  also 
found that the concentration of absences within a classroom was 
associated with individual children’s absenteeism. Although 
speculative, it may be that a high concentration of absences in a 
classroom reflects a social norm, namely that preschool absences 
are okay (see also, Ehrlich et al., 2013; Gottfried et al., 2020).

Overall, our findings highlight the fact that no one mechanism 
stood out as the sole driver of absenteeism; but rather, there 
appeared to be many individual, family and center characteristics 
that shaped preschool absenteeism. This aligns with bioecological 
theory that suggests that multiple systems may shape absenteeism. 
Additionally, our findings provide support for multiple 
components of the accommodation’s framework. For example, 
children whose families likely had higher need for childcare, as 
evidenced by full-time employment, were less likely to be absent. 
But other factors mattered too, providing evidence for the 
framework’s assertion that parents’ decision-making around 
childcare, and in this case, attendance, is complex, and shaped by 
numerous factors.

Accordingly, there are many routes to reduce absenteeism in 
the future—and focusing on one factor alone is unlikely to make 
drastic reductions in absenteeism. A holistic approach that tackles 
both family- and classroom-level processes is necessary to improve 
children’s Head Start attendance. Having said that, there are 
successful models at other school levels that may be useful to future 
program development. One such successful elementary school 

model assigned monitors to engage with both families and school 
staff to increase attendance; this type of model may be particularly 
useful in Head Start, which already strives to increase parent-center 
communication, but has not yet been tested in the preschool years 
(Lehr et al., 2004). Other work has revealed a number of promising 
strategies to reduce preschool absences. First, in line with our 
findings, Katz et al. (2016) note that home-school connections are 
critical to facilitate school attendance. Even so, it is important to 
acknowledge that these positive relationships may not be enough 
to reduce the barriers present for some families. Thus, having other 
resources, such as information about transportation and medical 
care referrals, easily accessible to families is critical to reducing 
preschool absences. Additionally, Katz et al. (2016) find that staff 
members commonly feel that parents do not understand the 
importance of preschool for their children’s current and future 
learning. Finding successful ways to deliver this message to families 
requires continued attention, as parents’ beliefs about preschool are 
likely key to reducing absenteeism.

Despite the fact that our study represents one of the first efforts 
to understand why children miss time from preschool at the 
national level, our findings need to be interpreted in light of a few 
limitations. The primary limitation of our work is our reliance on 
parental report of children’s absences. Although the use of parent 
reports is common, administrative data that tracks children’s 
absences could increase precision when examining the predictors 
and outcomes of preschool absences. Nonetheless, FACES 2009 is 
one of only two national datasets with information on children’s 
preschool attendance (Mendez et al., 2016). Additionally, our data 
is limited to children attending Head Start and, thus, we cannot 
speak to the predictors of absenteeism in other types of preschool 
programs, which requires continued attention. Given that Head 

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Absenteeism Chronic absenteeism

B (SE) β B (SE) βb

Academics 0.001 (0.002) 0.01 0.012 (0.017) 0.01

Covariates

Child race/ethnicity

Black −0.011 (0.005) * −0.25 −0.044 (0.036) −0.04

Latine −0.003 (0.005) −0.07 −0.033 (0.042) −0.03

Asian/other −0.005 (0.005) −0.12 −0.028 (0.045) −0.03

Child gender (male) 0.002 (0.002) 0.04 −0.003 (0.018) −0.00

Child has disability −0.002 (0.005) −0.04 0.004 (0.038) 0.00

Mother born in the United States 0.008 (0.005) + 0.18 0.011 (0.033) 0.01

Program is full day − − − −

Child 1 year away from kindergarten 0.002 (0.005) 0.05 −0.000 (0.038) −0.00

Child age −0.000 (0.000) −0.03 −0.002 (0.003) −0.01

Mothers’ age −0.000 (0.000) −0.02 −0.002 (0.002) −0.01

Household language not English 0.005 (0.006) 0.10 0.020 (0.040) 0.02

Mothers’ education 0.001 (0.001) 0.02 0.004 (0.010) 0.00

aAlthough not shown, an additional dummy variable was included for the social-support variables representing those who reported not applicable.
bTo generate standardized estimates for chronic absenteeism, only continuous variables were standardized to have a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. Thus, coefficients can 
be interpreted as the percentage difference between categories or the percentage change as a function of a one standard deviation change in the predictor. ***p < 0.001. **p < 0.01. 
*p < 0.05. +p < 0.10.
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Start serves children from low-income families, our findings may 
be more generalizable to this population. However, given Head 
Start’s longstanding commitment to family and community 
engagement, our findings likely do not generalize beyond 
the program.

Given our large number of predictors, it is also important to 
note the potential for the Table 2 fallacy in our interpretation of 
our findings (Westreich and Greenland, 2013). Although the goal 
of this paper was to identify unique associations with children’s 
absenteeism, it is plausible that some of our predictors (e.g., 
indicators of financial instability) are mechanisms through which 
other predictors (e.g., employment status) are associated with 
children’s absenteeism. Understanding these pathways is an 
important direction for future research. It is also important to 
note that although we examined numerous predictors, there are 
still a number of potential factors not addressed that are key for 
future research. For example, more direct measures of 
transportation and logistical support are important to capture 
(Gottfried, 2017). Additionally, understanding parents’ 
perspectives regarding the importance of attendance in the 
preschool years may be  key to understanding absenteeism 
patterns (Ehrlich et al., 2013). Lastly, understanding predictors of 
absenteeism within demographic groups may be  critical to 
developing potent interventions. For example, although we found 
that Black and Latine children were less likely to be absent than 
their White peers, understanding factors that shape absenteeism 
within these groups may be necessary to improve attendance in 
the future.

Absenteeism, and particularly, chronic absenteeism is 
diminishing the potential benefits of preschool (Connolly and 
Olson, 2012; Ansari and Purtell, 2018; Ehrlich et al., 2018; 
Rhoad-Drogalis and Justice, 2018), especially for children who 
are from low-income families who: (a) are more likely to 
benefit from preschool (Weiland and Yoshikawa, 2013), but 
(b) are more likely to be absent than their higher-income peers 
(Morrissey et al., 2014). In this study, we find that there is no 
one underlying reason for absenteeism; rather, there are a 
number of factors that cut across contexts are contributing to 
the high levels of absences in the United  States among a 
sample of preschoolers from low-income homes. As such, 
there is possible value of a package of efforts that target the 
different causes of absenteeism. Addressing these factors, and 

subsequently reducing absenteeism, is a critical pathway to 
increasing the school readiness of disadvantaged children.
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