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Abstract
Using nationally representative data from the Family and Child Experiences Survey 2009 Cohort
(n =2,798), this study examined patterns of absenteeism and their consequences through the
transition to kindergarten. Overall, children were less likely to be absent in kindergarten than
from Head Start at ages 3 and 4. Absenteeism was fairly stable across these early years, but
children who experienced two years of Head Start were less likely to be absent in kindergarten
than their classmates who only attended the program for one year. Ultimately, absenteeism at
both ages 3 and 4 was associated with lower math and literacy achievement. However, children
who experienced two years of Head Start and were more frequently absent demonstrated greater
language development through the end of kindergarten as compared with children who only
attended the program for one year. Policy implications are discussed in light of the complexity of

early childhood education attendance in the United States.
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School Absenteeism through the Transition to Kindergarten

Decades of educational research has shown that children enter kindergarten more ready to
learn as a result of participation in preschool and/or other forms of early care and education (for
reviews see: Phillips et al., 2017; Yoshikawa et al., 2013). Despite the increased investments
across the country in publicly funded early childhood programs and the potential academic and
socioemotional benefits of children’s participation (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013), absenteeism in
the early childhood years is quite high (Connolly & Olson, 2012; Ehrlich, Gwynne, Pareja, &
Allensworth, 2013). These higher rates of absenteeism during the early years are likely fueled in
part by the belief among some parents that early care and education programs are not school or
are not as important as K-12 schooling (Ehrlich et al., 2013). For these very reasons, it is
somewhat surprising that little attention has been paid to children’s school attendance patterns
prior to the transition to kindergarten (for exceptions see: Ansari & Purtell, 2017a; Connolly &
Olson, 2012; Ehlrich et al., 2013; Katz, Adams, & Johnson, 2015).

To better understand the long-term trends in absenteeism requires that we focus on
children’s experiences with school absences in the early years when these behaviors are initially
developed. That is, although we know that children who are more frequently absent are at greater
risk for school difficulty during middle childhood and adolescence (e.g., Gershenson Jacknowitz,
& Brannegan, 2015; Gottfried, 2009, 2011; Dryfoos, 1990; Johnson, 2005; Miller & Johnson,
2016; Morrissey, Hutchison, & Winsler, 2014; Rumberger, 1995), we know comparatively little
about factors that contribute to absenteeism, and its consequences, during the early childhood
years. We respond to this gap in the literature by using a nationally representative sample of low-
income children and families who were enrolled in Head Start (discussed in more depth below)

and participated in the Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES) 2009 Cohort. Because the
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FACES 2009 Cohort follows children and their families across the transition to kindergarten, we
can examine questions related to changes in absenteeism across this important transition in
schooling, which may represent a window of opportunity to prevent long-term school truancy.
Literature Review

Although absenteeism is of great concern across all years of education, the last decade
has seen a rise in interest in absenteeism, particularly in early childhood (Chang & Davis, 2015).
This interest stems from two factors. First, many early childhood programs are designed to help
children who are at risk for school difficulty to start kindergarten ready to learn and, therefore,
any missed time from school during the early years represents a lost opportunity to equalize the
opportunity gap when children’s development is most malleable (Heckman, 2008). And, second,
recent estimates from urban communities across the United States indicates that during the early
childhood years children miss up to one month of school (e.g., Connolly & Olson, 2012; Ehlrich
et al., 2013; Katz et al., 2015), which is far greater than any other point in children’s educational
careers. Thus, beyond offering children the opportunity to enroll in preschool, it is equally
important that children regularly attend school to reap the maximum benefit.

Understanding these early origins of absenteeism is also of growing importance as
preschool enrollment is increasing across the country (Child Trends, 2015). Although much of
this increased access is due to state- and local-expansion (Barnett, Carolan, Squires, & Brown,
2013), Head Start is the largest federally funded early childhood program in the United States
and serves over one million preschool-aged children per year. Head Start was established in 1965
as a part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty and was designed to “promote the school
readiness of low-income children by enhancing their cognitive, social, and emotional

development” (Head Start Act, 2007). To achieve this goal, the Head Start program provides a
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comprehensive set of services (e.g., educational, nutritional, health, and social services) to low-
income children and their families and places a strong emphasis on engaging parents’ in their
children’s education (Zigler & Muncheow, 1992). Although there are federal rules that guide the
program’s implementation, it is delivered through local programs, and its delivery contains
substantial heterogeneity. Consequently, recent research has shown that the impact of Head Start
on children’s school readiness also varies (Bloom & Weiland, 2015). Although Head Start is
only one of many preschool opportunities currently available in the United States, it is the
beginning of many low-income children’s educational experiences, and thus, is potentially
critical for their future attendance patterns.

To better understand the consequences of absenteeism, and eventually to develop
solutions to reduce it, requires that we also consider why children are absent from school. Prior
educational studies with older children have revealed that children miss school for a variety of
reasons (Chang & Davis, 2015). Despite this variability, the existing literature has also
consistently found that children’s health and experiences with bullying are two of the primary
drivers of absenteeism (Bealing, 1990; deJung & Duckworth, 1986; Harte, 1994; Lehr, Sinclair,
& Christenson, 2004; Reid, 1983). Beyond children’s health and peer bullying experiences, and
their families’ valuation of early childhood education, there are other logistical challenges and
experiences that contribute to absenteeism that require consideration, including aspects of
families’ lives (e.g., household size, marital status, socioeconomic status; Ready, 2010; Reid,
1982). For example, family socioeconomic status has been documented as a consistent predictor
of absenteeism (Chang & Davis, 2015). Connections between family socioeconomic status and
children’s absenteeism are multifaceted and likely include the amount of stress and chaos in the

household, as these aspects of families’ lives may inhibit daily routines that decrease
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absenteeism. Families’ socioeconomic status is also associated with poor neighborhood
conditions and community violence, which make regular preschool and school attendance more
challenging for families (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Chen Jennison, Yang, & Omaye, 2000;
Gottfried, 2010).

In addition to families’ socioeconomic status and broader community systems, preschool
programs, like Head Start, may also influence children’s school absences. Developmental theory
posits that these early educational experiences help ease the transition to kindergarten by
developing children’s school outlook and routines (Ladd & Price, 1987), which in turn, are
linked with fewer school absences (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollak, & Rock, 1986; Newmann, 1981). In
support of these very points, a prior study by Gottfried (2015) found that participation in center-
based care at age 4 reduced the frequency with which children were absent from kindergarten.
And while this work by Gottfried (2015) has certainly provided greater understanding of the role
of early childhood programs in facilitating children’s school attendance, there has been no
examination of the benefits of multiple years in early childhood programs. Expanding to a multi-
year approach is necessary as a growing number of children across the country have access to
preschool at younger ages and, thus, more and more children experience at least two years of
preschool education (Barnett et al., 2013). Put another way, whether a second year of preschool
matters for later school absenteeism is unknown. Perhaps one year of preschool is all that is
necessary to help develop children’s school outlook and routines for kindergarten, such that no
differences emerge in children’s absenteeism as a function of one versus two years of
enrollment. It could also be that a second year in the same preschool program results in repetition
of instructional content and, therefore, disengagement from school such that two years in the

same program results in greater school absences. Given that no study has considered the role of
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multiple years of preschool education for children’s school absenteeism, there is no evidence to
suggest either direction to be more likely than the other.

There have also been very few studies that have considered the associations between
school absences during the early years for children’s academic achievement. That is, in addition
to understanding why children are absent from school, we must also understand the implications
of school absenteeism during the early childhood years for children’s school success. A small but
growing number of studies have shown that missing school during the early years reduces
children’s opportunities to learn (e.g., Ansari & Purtell, 2017a; Connolly & Olson, 2012; Ehlrich
et al., 2013; Katz et al., 2015). However, most of these studies focus on a single year of
schooling and do not examine whether associations between absenteeism and student learning
vary across years in preschool or elementary school. For example, even though children’s
academic skills develop during the preschool years, these skills may be more influenced by
absenteeism patterns in kindergarten than in either year of preschool, as kindergarten classrooms
typically involve more academic and teacher-directed instruction (Ansari & Purtell, 2017b;
Chien et al., 2010; Early et al., 2010). Another possibility is that the associations between
absenteeism and children’s early learning and development in kindergarten may be conditional
on children’s preschool experiences. That is, children who have experienced two years of
preschool may have more familiarity with the instructional content they receive in kindergarten
and, thus, may be less affected by missing time from school (Engel, Claessens, Watts, & Farkas,
2016).

Ultimately, the skills children bring into kindergarten has a direct effect on their future
school performance and well-being (Duncan et al., 2007; Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015).

For these reasons, understanding the predictors and consequences of absenteeism across the
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transition to kindergarten is critical to understanding how to promote children’s school success in
the long-term. The current investigation sought to fill in the above gaps in knowledge and push
the early childhood field forward by addressing the following research questions:
1. How frequently are children absent from Head Start, both at ages 3 and 4, and do children
miss a comparable amount of time from school during the kindergarten year?
2. Do family and preschool factors predict changes in school absenteeism over time?
3. To what degree is absenteeism at ages 3, 4, and 5 associated with children’s math,
literacy, and language development?
4. With respect to children’s academic achievement, does a second year of Head Start alter
the implications of absenteeism?
Given the notion that early care and education programs are considered “not” school among
many families (Ehlrich et al., 2013), we expected that absenteeism would be more frequent in
Head Start than in kindergarten. However, given the largely exploratory nature of our second
research objective we did not make directional hypotheses. With regard to our third research
question, we expected that children would perform less well over time in areas of academics
when they were more frequently absent from Head Start and kindergarten, but we did not make
directional hypotheses regarding the implications of two years of Head Start (i.e., research
question 4).
Method
The FACES 2009 cohort recruited a nationally representative sample of 3,349 children
enrolled in 486 Head Start classrooms across all 50 states and the District of Columbia (see
Malone et al., 2013 for more sampling information). The study’s target population included 3-

and 4-year-olds who were attending Head Start for the first time in the fall of 2009. These
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children and their families were regularly followed through the end of the kindergarten year, but
children who entered Head Start at age 3 were only followed up over time if they remained in
Head Start for both years (i.e., 3-year-olds who did not to return to Head Start for a second year
were no longer included in the sampling design). For children who entered Head Start at age 3,
this meant that data were collected at four different time points, namely: the fall and spring of
their 3-year-old year (fall of 2009 and spring of 2010); the spring of their 4-year-old year (spring
of 2011); and the spring of their kindergarten year (spring of 2012). In contrast, children who
entered the Head Start program for the first time at age 4 only had three waves of data collected:
the fall and spring of their 4-year-old year (fall of 2009 and spring of 2010) and the spring of
their kindergarten year (spring of 2011). As part of the FACES study, data were collected from
multiple informants including parents, teachers, and center directors, and direct assessments of
children’s early academic skills were also captured at each wave of data collection.

For the purposes of the current investigation, we restructured the data by age/grade (i.e.,
3-year-old year, 4-year-old year, and kindergarten year) rather than time (i.e., 2009, 2010, 2011,
2012; see Table 1 for an illustration). We also excluded: (a) 466 children who did not have a
valid weight, which was required for our analyses (discussed in more depth below); (b) 63
children who were in a home-based program in year one of Head Start; and (c) 22 children who
either transitioned to a home-based program in year two of Head Start or entered kindergarten a
year early (or late). The above exclusion criteria resulted in a final analytic sample of 2,798

children who were, on average, 3.84 years of age upon Head Start entry (SD = 0.56) and came
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from a diverse set of backgrounds (36% Latino, 34% Black, 21% White, 8% Asian or other). For

weighted sample descriptives, separated by age of Head Start entry, see Table 2.1

Table 1.

Summary of Data Collection for 3- and 4- Year- Old Cohorts, by Age and Year.
Fall of Spring of Fall of Spring of Spring of
Age 3 Age 3 Age 4 Age 4 Age 5

Entered Head Startat Age3 2009 2010 n/a 2011 2012

Entered Head Start at Age 4 n/a n/a 2009 2010 2011

Notes. n/a = not applicable

Measures

Weighted descriptive statistics for all study variables are provided in Tables 2 and 3.

Absenteeism. During the spring semester of each school year, the parents of participating
children were asked, “Approximately how many days has [CHILD] been absent since the
beginning of the school year?” Parents’ responses were continuously measured and ranged from
0 to 90. It is important to note that: (a) not all parents were administered the surveys at the same
time point (parent surveys occurred between February and May of each year); and (b) some
Head Start programs operated for four rather than five days per week. To address these
differences, 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 first used parents’ date of interview during the
spring term to measure how long children were enrolled in school and divided the number of
days children were absent by the number of months they were enrolled in school. This measure
provided us with the number of days children were absent per month, which we multiplied by

nine (i.e., the months of the school year). Finally, we divided this estimate by the number of days

! Because our analyses apply different weights based on the outcome of interest, the sample sizes
for the analyses discussed below range from 1,631 to 2,251, but the total number of children who
participated in the first year of Head Start (i.e., the 3-year-old year for 3-year-olds and the
prekindergarten year for 4-year-olds) corresponds to 2,798 children.
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the program was in operation, which provided us with the proportion of the school year children
were absent. A similar approach was taken for generating estimates of kindergarten absences. As

a result of skew during the later years, we top coded absenteeism at 25% across each school year.

Table 2.
Weighted Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables
Entered Head Start at...
Age 3 Age 4

Child is male 0.50 0.49
Child race

White 0.21 0.22

Black 0.38 0.30

Latino 0.32 0.41

Asian/other 0.09 0.07
Child health 4.33 (0.88) 4.24 (0.92)
Mothers’ marital status

Married 0.30 0.28

Single 0.18 0.18

Not two parent household 0.52 0.54
Mothers’ years of education 12.13(1.86) 11.85(1.81)
Mothers’ age 28.78 (5.99)  28.90 (5.77)
Mothers’ health 3.59 (1.08) 3.56 (1.06)
Number of adults in home 1.98 (0.92) 2.02 (0.99)
Number of children in home 2.60 (1.25) 2.61(1.21)
Mothers’ employment

Full time 0.27 0.27

Part time 0.20 0.22

Unemployed 0.53 0.51
Mothers’ depressive symptoms 4.96 (5.90) 4.76 (5.62)
Ratio of income to poverty 2.56 (1.38) 2.49 (1.35)
Number of moves in the last 12 months 0.46 (0.81) 0.54 (0.85)
Cognitive stimulation 0.80 (0.15) 0.78 (0.16)
Frequency parent spanked child 0.76 (1.34) 0.56 (1.15)
Non-English household language 0.21 0.28

Sample size 1,631 1,167
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Table 3.

Weighted Descriptive Statistics for the Focal Predictors and Outcomes

12

Entered Head Start at. ..

Age 3 Age 4
Children’s outcomes for those who entered Head Start at age 3
Percent of days absent during...
The 3-year-old year (2009-2010) 5.19 (4.10)
The 4-year-old year (2009-2010 or 2010-2011) 5.60 (4.76) 5.54 (4.21)
Kindergarten (2010-2011 or 2011-2012) 2.73 (2.77) 3.46 (3.34)

Language

Fall age 3 (2009)

Spring age 3 (2010)

Fall of age 4 (2009)

Spring of age 4 (2010 or 2011)

Spring of kindergarten (2011 or 2012)
Letter-word identification

Fall age 3 (2009)

Spring age 3 (2010)

Fall of age 4 (2009)

Spring of age 4 (2010 or 2011)

Spring of kindergarten (2011 or 2012)
Spelling

Fall age 3 (2009)

Spring age 3 (2010)

Fall of age 4 (2009)

Spring of age 4 (2010 or 2011)

Spring of kindergarten (2011 or 2012)
Math

Fall age 3 (2009)

Spring age 3 (2010)

Fall of age 4 (2009)

Spring of age 4 (2010 or 2011)

Spring of kindergarten (2011 or 2012)
Language of assessment (English)

Fall age 3 (2009)

Spring age 3 (2010)

Fall of age 4 (2009)

Spring of age 4 (2010 or 2011)

Spring of kindergarten (2011 or 2012)

82.30 (18.57)
85.96 (16.22)
89.51 (15.23)
91.62 (13.20)

299.41 (22.24)
315.70 (25.90)

338.68 (25.94)
392.97 (30.90)

331.46 (25.91)
351.05 (26.95)

381.70 (28.15)
426.61 (23.45)

363.63 (23.71)
378.58 (22.89)
399.40 (21.51)
426.72 (20.51)

0.80
0.91
0.98
0.99

80.83 (21.10)
86.29 (17.65)
90.29 (13.48)

311.87 (25.18)
331.87 (27.55)
386.24 (29.46)

359.59 (25.70)
378.85 (27.55)
421.06 (25.33)

384.35 (23.42)
396.85 (23.26)
420.96 (22.57)

0.84
0.93
0.99

Academic achievement. Three dimensions of children’s academic achievement were

assessed at each wave of data collection. Children’s language skills were measured with the

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT, Dunn & Dunn, 1997; o’s = .91-.97). As part of this
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assessment, trained assessors asked children to point to one of four pictures that best illustrated
the meaning of a word that was said aloud by the assessor. Because the W scores for the PPVT
were not available for the Spanish assessments, we used the standard scores. Next, two subscales
from the Woodcock-Johnson (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001), the Letter Word
Identification (a’s = .85-.93) and Spelling Word (o = .79-.87), were administered to children to
capture their literacy skills. These assessments captured children’s ability to identify and write
upper or lower case letters. We created an overall composite of literacy achievement using the W
scores from both subscales, allowing us to assess change over time. Finally, children’s math
skills were directly assessed with the Woodcock-Johnson Applied Problems subscale (Woodcock
etal., 2001; a.=.87-.90). We used the W score for this assessment, which captured changes in
children’s ability to analyze and solve simple math problems.

For each of the above assessments, children who came from non-English speaking homes
were assessed with a language screener (PreLAS; Duncan & De Avila, 1998), and those who
failed the test (and spoke Spanish at home) were assessed in Spanish. For these children, we used
their scores on the Spanish assessments, which demonstrated similar levels of internal
consistency as the English measures (for more information on the Spanish and English
assessments see: Malone et al., 2013). As discussed in more depth below, all analyses included
an indicator of children’s assessment language at each wave of data collection.

Covariates and predictors of absenteeism. To reduce the possibility of spurious
associations and as part of our predictors of absenteeism, all of our statistical models included a
full set of child and family demographic characteristics that were derived from Head Start entry.
These covariates were informed by the existing literature on parents preschool decision making

(e.g., Crosnoe, Purtell, Davis-Kean, Ansari, & Benner, 2016; Coley, Votruba-Drzal, Collins, &
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Miller, 2014) and prior studies that have looked at the correlates of absenteeism (e.g., Chang &
Davis, 2015; Gottfried, 2015). These variables included: child gender, home language (English
or non-English), language of assessments (English or Spanish), race/ethnicity (White, Black,
Latino, Asian/other), parent report of child health (1= poor, 5 = excellent), years enrolled in
Head Start (one or two), mothers’ years of education, number of children and adults in the
household, mothers’ depressive symptoms (measured with the Center for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale; Radloff, 1977), parents’ age, parents’ health (1= poor, 5 = excellent),
poverty ratio (1 = < 50% of the federal poverty line, 6= > 200% of the federal poverty line),
mothers’ employment status (full time, part time, unemployed), marital status (married, single,
not a two parent household), parents’ engagement in cognitive stimulation (e.g., taught child
letters, words, or numbers; played counting games; played with blocks; told a story), frequency
parents spanked their child, and residential instability.

In addition to the above child and family characteristics, we also accounted for lagged
dependent variables, which is recognized as one of the strongest adjustments for omitted
variable bias (for further discussion see: National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development Early Child Care Research Network & Duncan, 2003). Put another way, these
models captured the extent to which the various predictors were associated with changes in
children’s academic achievement and absenteeism as opposed to level of performance.
Analysis Plan

All focal analyses were estimated within Stata (version 14; StataCorp, 2009) and Mplus
(version 7; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2013). In order to present a snapshot of absenteeism during
the early years, we estimated weighted descriptive statistics (i.e., means and standard deviations)

in Stata. All multivariate models were then estimated within a regression framework using
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Mplus. For these multivariate analyses, we first estimated models that predicted changes in
children’s rates of absenteeism between Head Start and kindergarten. After establishing the
predictors of absenteeism, we then estimated a series of regression models that looked at the
implications of absenteeism at ages 3 and 4 and then again in kindergarten for children’s
academic achievement in any given school year (e.g., absenteeism at age 3 as a predictor of age 3
academic performance). To test for moderation as a function of children’s years in Head Start,
we also estimated a series of models that included interaction terms between absenteeism and
years in Head Start to predict the outcomes of interest. If there was statistical evidence for
moderation, we interpreted the interaction by calculating the predicted outcome scores for
different combinations of absenteeism for those children who had participated for one or two
years in the Head Start program.

It is also important to note that all of our statistical models accounted for missing data
with full information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML; Schafer & Graham, 2002) and
because observations were not independent (e.g., children in the same center were more likely to
share characteristics) we used clustered standard errors that accounted for the sampling strata and
the primary sampling units. We weighted our analyses using the study-supplied longitudinal
survey weights, which included an adjustment for probability of selection into the sample as well
as for non-response and ensured that our generated estimates were nationally representative (for
further discussion of weight see: Malone et al., 2013). The exact weights that were used
depended on the outcome of interest and wave of the study. As a precaution, we also estimated
additional models that used the most inclusive survey weight coupled with FIML for each of our
analyses and our results did not change significantly (results available from authors). Finally, it is

important to note that all continuous variables have been standardized to have a mean of zero and
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standard deviation of one and, thus, all estimates reported below can be interpreted as effect sizes
(i.e., similar to a Cohen’s d).

Results
Descriptives and Predictors of Absenteeism

At ages 3 and 4, children enrolled in Head Start missed roughly 5-6% of the school year
(standard deviations = 4-5%; see Table 3). When converted to days of school missed based on a
152-day calendar year (the average number of days Head Start programs in the sample were in
operation), these estimates indicate that, on average, children in Head Start missed a little over
eight days of school per year. Although absenteeism was fairly comparable at ages 3 and 4,
children were absent less frequently once they transitioned to kindergarten (A = | 2%, ps < .001),
where they missed a little over 3% of the school year on average (standard deviation = 3%).
When projected across a 180-day calendar year (the average number of days kindergarten
programs were in operation) this estimate translates to roughly six days of kindergarten missed.
Despite these relatively low levels of absenteeism in kindergarten, there was considerable
variation in absenteeism, as evidenced by a standard deviation of 3% of the school year.

Even though all children, on average, were less likely to be absent in kindergarten than
during the Head Start years, children who attended Head Start for two years displayed a sharper
drop in kindergarten absences than did one-year Head Start attendees (effect size = 37% of a
standard deviation, p <.001; see Table 4). Put another way, starting Head Start a year earlier was
associated with improvements in children’s kindergarten school attendance. A number of child
and family characteristics were also associated with changes in absenteeism across the transition
to kindergarten. Black children (vs. White children), Spanish-speaking children (vs. English

speaking children), children with stronger literacy skills at Head Start entry, and children with
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siblings were all more likely to experience decreases in absenteeism over time (effect sizes = 10-
40% of a standard deviation, ps < .05). In contrast, children whose mothers engaged in more
cognitive stimulation at home experienced an increase in absenteeism through the end of
kindergarten as compared with children whose mothers engaged in less cognitive stimulation

(effect size = 6% of a standard deviation, p < .05).

Table 4.
Predictors of absenteeism in kindergarten.

Absenteeism in
kindergarten

Focal predictors

Absenteeism in Head Start 0.40 (0.05) ***
Child attended two years of Head Start -0.37 (0.06) ***
Child characteristics
Child is male -0.03 (0.06)
Child is Black (vs. White) -0.21 (0.09) *
Child is Latino (vs. White) 0.10 (0.12)
Child is Asian/other (vs. White) 0.07 (0.13)
Child health -0.02 (0.02)
Child literacy skills -0.09 (0.03) **
Child language skills 0.02 (0.04)
Child math skills -0.06 (0.04)
Family and household characteristics
Mother married (vs. not two parent HH) 0.01 (0.06)
Mother single (vs. not two parent HH) 0.08 (0.07)
Mothers’ years of education -0.01 (0.03)
Mothers’ age 0.02 (0.02)
Mothers’ health -0.05 (0.03)
Number of adults in household 0.00 (0.02)
Number of children in household -0.06 (0.03) *
Mother employed full time (vs. unemployed) -0.08 (0.06)
Mother employed part time (vs. unemployed) -0.06 (0.05)
Mothers’ depressive symptoms 0.03 (0.02)
Ratio of income to poverty -0.02 (0.03)
Number of moves in the last 12 months 0.00 (0.02)
Cognitive stimulation 0.06 (0.02) *
Frequency parent spanked child 0.05 (0.05)
Non-English household language -0.40 (0.12) ***
R? 0.24

Notes. All continuous variables have been standardized to have a mean of
zero and standard deviation of one and, thus, all estimates correspond to
effect sizes. Estimates in brackets are standard errors.

***n<.001. **p<.01. *p<.05.
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Despite these trends and changes in absenteeism through the transition to kindergarten, it
is important to acknowledge that children’s experiences with absenteeism was somewhat stable:
earlier patterns of absenteeism alone explained between 12-24% of the variance in future
absenteeism (ps < .001; see Table 4). Thus, when taken together, these descriptive statistics
reveal that children were not frequently absent during the early years, but: (a) one of the
strongest predictors of future absences was earlier patterns of absenteeism; (b) there was a
significant drop in absenteeism after kindergarten entry; and (c) some children were more likely
to show improvements in their school attendance through the transition to kindergarten.

Table 5.

Multivariate Results of Children’s Academic Achievement as a Function of
Absenteeism

Child outcomes
Language  Literacy Math

Three-year-old year outcomes

Absenteeism at age 3 0.02 -0.08 ** -0.08 *
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Four-year-old year outcomes
Absenteeism at age 4 0.03 -0.04 * -0.05 *
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Absenteeism X years in Head Start 0.10 ** 0.03 0.05
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Kindergarten year outcomes
Absenteeism in kindergarten 0.03 -0.05 * 0.05 **
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Absenteeism X years in Head Start 0.09 -0.05 0.02
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)

Notes. All continuous variables have been standardized to have a mean of zero
and standard deviation of one and, thus, all estimates correspond to effect sizes.
Estimates in brackets are standard errors. Three-year-old outcomes (n = 1,631);
Pre-kindergarten outcomes (n = 2,251); Kindergarten outcomes (n = 2,000).
***p<.001.**p<.0l.*p<.05. 1 p<.10.

Absenteeism and Children’s Early Achievement
Our final set of analyses examined the associations between school absences and

children’s early academic achievement at ages 3 and 4 and then, again, in kindergarten. Results
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from the first set of analyses suggested that absenteeism in Head Start at age 3 was associated
with fewer gains in literacy and math (but not language) skills during the school year, with
effect sizes equivalent to roughly 8% of a standard deviation (see Table 5). Similar patterns were
documented for absenteeism at age 4, with effect sizes corresponding to 4-5% of a standard
deviation. Finally, when looking at absenteeism during the kindergarten year, we found that
children who missed more time from kindergarten demonstrated fewer gains in literacy (but not
language) skills, with effect sizes that corresponded to roughly 5% of a standard deviation.
Somewhat surprisingly, however, absenteeism in kindergarten was associated with slightly
greater gains in math achievement (effect size = 5% of a standard deviation, p <.01).

There was no evidence of moderation as a function of the years children attended Head
Start for children’s math and literacy achievement (see Table 5). That is, the above associations
generalized to all Head Start attendees regardless of their prior history with Head Start. Despite
the lack of main effects of absenteeism for children’s language development, there was evidence
of moderation. More specifically, children who entered Head Start at age 3 and who were in their
second year in the program demonstrated greater gains in language skills when they missed
more time from school during their second year in the program as compared with children who
only experienced one year of the program (see Figure 1). Similar, albeit marginally significant,

interactions were also documented in kindergarten.
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Figure 1. lllustration of high (+1 standard deviation) versus low (-1 standard deviation)

absenteeism for children’s language development at age 4 and kindergarten as a function of

the years they attended Head Start.

Finally, given the longitudinal nature of the data, we also estimated models that looked at

the implications of absenteeism from Head Start during the pre-kindergarten year for children’s

academic achievement in kindergarten. Results from these analyses revealed that absenteeism in

Head Start was not associated with children’s language, literacy, or math achievement during the

following year (effect sizes of 1-4% of a standard deviation). However, because of the stability

in absenteeism across school years, a series of mediational models revealed an indirect pattern:

children who were more frequently absent at age 4 performed less well in areas of literacy in

kindergarten because they were more likely to be absent in kindergarten (indirect effect size =

3% of a standard deviation, p <.05). And, for these very reasons, children who were more

frequently absent in preschool also demonstrated somewhat stronger math skills in kindergarten
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(i.e., more frequently absent in preschool = more frequently absent in kindergarten - greater
math skills; indirect effect size = 2% of a standard deviation, p <.05).
Discussion

The current investigation sought to provide new insight to the educational and early
childhood literatures by exploring the associations between school absenteeism in the early years
and children’s early academic achievement. While previous research in this area has considered
the implications of absenteeism in the first year of Head Start for children’s academic learning
(Ansari & Purtell, 2017a), ours is the first to examine absenteeism across the first three years of
formal schooling. Our work: (a) provides an understanding of the trends in absenteeism among a
sample of low-income children both before and after the transition to kindergarten; and (b)
underscores the potential complexity of absenteeism during the early childhood years, especially
among children who have extensive experience in early childhood education. When taken
together, there are several noteworthy findings from our investigation, which we discuss below.

To begin, descriptives from the FACES 2009 Cohort indicate that children, on average,
missed approximately eight days of Head Start. For those children who attended Head Start for
two years, this meant that they missed roughly 16 days of school before kindergarten entry. Even
with the relatively steady rates of absenteeism during the Head Start years, parents reported that
their children were roughly two percentage points less likely to be absent in kindergarten than in
preschool. In fact, similar to other national estimates of absenteeism in kindergarten between
2010-2011 (e.g., Gottfried, Egalite, Kirksey, 2016), we found that children in this low-income
sample missed roughly six days of school during the kindergarten year. Given that the existing
literature often finds that absenteeism peaks in the early elementary school years and not in the

older grades (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Romero & Lee, 2007), these findings underscore the
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importance of studying absenteeism before the transition to kindergarten. These general patterns
are not surprising in light of other work that has shown that parents may hold the beliefs that
early care and education programs are less important than K-12 education (Ehrlich et al., 2013).
Our results also revealed factors associated with changes in absenteeism through the
transition to kindergarten. In general, Black children, children from non-English speaking
homes, children with stronger literacy skills, and children who had a greater number of siblings,
all demonstrated a decrease in absenteeism from school through the transition to kindergarten.
Somewhat surprisingly, however, children who experienced greater cognitive stimulation at
home showed an increase in absenteeism through the end of kindergarten. Although there is no
prior empirical evidence to explain this latter finding, it is plausible that parents who engage in
more cognitive stimulation at home might be more willing to accommodate a school absence,
under the assumption that they can “make up” school time at home. Whether parents are able to
“make up” school time is unclear and, therefore, this possibility—and the reasons why these
children miss more time from school—requires much closer empirical attention. This type of
inquiry is much needed because, from a prevention and intervention point of view, it is this type
of descriptive work that can help researchers and policymakers develop the tools necessary to
combat absenteeism in the future. At the same time, however, it is important to emphasize that
absenteeism was somewhat stable: 16% of the variance in kindergarten absenteeism was
attributed to children’s patterns of school attendance during the Head Start years. Thus, if the
policy goal is to reduce absenteeism in the elementary grades, then we must pay closer attention
to children’s experiences with absenteeism in preschool, as these patterns are set, at least in part,

before children enter kindergarten.
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To this very point, our third take home message centers around the potential benefits of
two years of Head Start. As discussed above, very few studies have examined the benefits
(broadly defined) of one versus two years of preschool education and the studies that do exist
have generally examined children’s early learning and development as outcomes of interest (for
an overview see: Yoshikawa et al., 2013). What this literature suggests is that more years of
preschool are generally better, but the added academic benefits of each additional year of
preschool tends to diminish. As part of the current study we move beyond the potential academic
and socioemotional benefits of multiple years of preschool education and, in doing so, what our
results make clear is that children who experienced two years of Head Start were less likely to be
absent in kindergarten than their classmates who only attended the program for one year.
Developmental theory suggests that these early educational experiences can (and do) help ease
the transition to kindergarten by developing children’s school outlook and routines (Ladd &
Price, 1987), both of which are linked with fewer instances of school absences (Gottfried, 2015;
Ekstrom et al., 1986; Newmann, 1981). Accordingly, when evaluating the potential benefits of
preschool programs, it is increasingly necessary that we move beyond test score data as our
benchmarks and consider the other ways in which preschool—and by extension, multiple years
of preschool—can help children through the transition to kindergarten.

Finally, the results of this study also highlight the extent to which school absences in the
early years are associated with children’s opportunities to learn and how these opportunities are
shaped by children’s early educational histories. Similar to Ansari and Purtell (2017a), we found
that children who were more frequently absent during their initial year of Head Start performed
less well academically. Our results build on these findings by showing that: (a) absenteeism at

both ages 3 and 4 was associated with children’s math and literacy achievement (but not
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language skills); and (b) absenteeism in both the first and second year of Head Start was equally
harmful for children’s math and literacy performance. Thus, although children were not
frequently absent during these early years, the few days they did miss mattered for their progress
in school.

Our findings were not as clear-cut when looking at children’s academic outcomes in
kindergarten and when considering the language development of children who experienced two
years of Head Start. On the one hand, children who missed more days of kindergarten also
demonstrated less optimal literacy achievement; on the other, children who missed more time
from kindergarten demonstrated more optimal math skills. Also contrary to our expectations, we
found that children who experienced two years of Head Start demonstrated more optimal
language skills in both pre-kindergarten and kindergarten when they were more frequently
absent, which was not the case for children who only attended Head Start for one year.

While these latter findings are certainly contrary to our hypotheses, prior studies have
shown that preschool programs are not linked with improvements in children’s language skills
(National Early Literacy Panel, 2008). A separate but related body of literature on kindergarten
classrooms has also found that math activities occur far more infrequently than literacy
instruction (Ansari, 2017) and the limited mathematics content that is covered is frequently
targeted at basic skills (Engel et al., 2016), which are skills that children with prior preschool
experience may have already mastered. Consequently, if there is any misalignment between the
materials taught in each grade, such that kindergarten teachers are not building on the skills that
children have learned previously, then it is plausible that children become disengaged and, as a
result, benefit less from these early learning environments (Abry, Latham, Bassok, LoCasale-

Crouch, 2015). And if parents are more likely to provide their children with greater learning
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opportunities at home—as seen in our predictive models—then it may very well be that the
opportunities parents provide children at home are better aligned with their needs than the
limited time children have to learn math (and language skills) in the classroom.

Even though the above possibilities are speculative, it is clear that children’s experiences
with absenteeism cannot be viewed in isolation from their prior educational experiences.
Unfortunately, however, there have only been a handful of educational studies that have
considered children’s school attendance during the early childhood years (e.g., Ansari & Purtell,
2017a; Connolly & Olson, 2012; Ehrlich et al., 2013; Katz et al., 2015), and there are even fewer
studies that have considered these longitudinal experiences among children with more extensive
preschool experience. In order to push the early childhood field forward we need to better
understand the alignment (or lack thereof) between the educational systems that serve our
nation’s youngest children. Then, and only then, can we begin to understand why some children
appear to be doing better when they miss more time from school.

As part of this effort, researchers must also consider absenteeism patterns in other types
of preschool programs (e.g., state-funded pre-K or private center-based programs) as
absenteeism in these other contexts may be differentially linked to children’s early learning and
development. This is an important area of future research because Head Start is distinct from
other state-funded pre-K and private center-based programs. For example, Head Start has an
explicit two-generational focus and connects children and families to services that may reduce
absenteeism (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992). The children served by Head Start also differ in some
notable ways from national samples of low-income preschool participants more generally. For
example, in our calculations with Early Childhood Longitudinal Study Kindergarten Cohort of

2010-2011 (Tourangeau et al., 2014), we find that a larger portion of low-income preschool
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participants in 2009 were White (39%) and had mothers who were married (53%), employed full
time (33%), and slightly more educated (12.75 years of education). These estimates, thus,
confirm that our findings are unlikely to generalize to the full population of preschool attendees,
which is why continued attention on other educational contexts is needed.

Despite these contributions to the educational literature, a few limitations require
attention. Specifically, although our statistical models controlled for a rich set of child and family
covariates, including children’s academic skills at Head Start entry, caution is warranted when
interpreting our results because the FACES 2009 Cohort was not a randomized control trial and,
thus, we cannot completely account for omitted variables. At the same time, however, it is
important to emphasize that some aspects of human behavior—including school attendance—do
not readily lend themselves to randomization and, therefore, correlational data and quasi-
experimental methods are necessary to broaden our understanding of the consequences of
absenteeism in the early years. And while there are other ways in which we could derive
stronger assessments of these associations, such as the inclusion of state fixed effects, the
information necessary to do so was not available. But this limitation speaks to an important
future direction: understanding absenteeism across differing policy contexts and states. This type
of inquiry is particularly important because, even though children have access to Head Start at
both ages 3 and 4 across all states, there is variation in the implementation of state-funded pre-K
which may have ramifications for Head Start. For example, to the extent that a second year of
Head Start means that children are exposed to the same activities, then access to state-funded
pre-K might prove more effective for these children (e.g., Jenkins, Farkas, Duncan, Burchinal, &
Vandell, 2016), which has implications for the study of absenteeism. Perhaps in other contexts,

where children are exposed to increasingly complex and new learning opportunities across years,
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absenteeism in the second year of preschool would be harmful. Unfortunately, we could not
explore such possibilities because 3-year-olds who did not return to Head Start for a second year
were not followed up as part of the FACES study design.

With these limitations and future directions in mind, the results of the present
investigation begin to provide much needed insight into patterns and rates of absenteeism both
before and after the transition to kindergarten among a sample of low-income children. And, in
doing so, the results of this study also underscore the complexity of absenteeism during the early
years and suggest that continued effort is necessary to understand the implications of missing
school during transitions points along with the degree to which the academic effects of
absenteeism are more or less dramatic for different subgroups of students. In the meantime,
however, it is clear that early childhood programs must more carefully track children’s school
absences and engage parents in understanding that missing school, even during the early years,

matters for children’s school success.
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