
Parent, Teacher & Student Surveys – April 2025

Chronic Absenteeism at 
Union Public Schools



Chronic 
Absenteeism

Missing 10% or more of 
school days – excused and 
unexcused absences, as well 
as suspensions. 



(*Source: Long COVID for Public Schools: Chronic Absenteeism Before and After the Pandemic, 
by Nat Malkus, American Enterprise Institute, Jan. 2024). 

https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/long-covid-for-public-schools-chronic-absenteeism-before-and-after-the-pandemic/
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/long-covid-for-public-schools-chronic-absenteeism-before-and-after-the-pandemic/


Chronic Absenteeism – National Data

“Chronic absenteeism is likely public 
schools’ greatest post-pandemic 
challenge.” – Nate Malkus, American 
Enterprise Institute

(*Source: Long COVID for Public Schools: Chronic Absenteeism Before and After the Pandemic, by Nat Malkus, American Enterprise Institute, Jan. 2024). 

https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/long-covid-for-public-schools-chronic-absenteeism-before-and-after-the-pandemic/


SECONDARY PRIMARY



Planning Meetings
In preparation for this districtwide initiative to reduce chronic absenteeism, we had a group of about 30 district leaders who 
met frequently throughout the school year to analyze student attendance data, develop action plans and to make changes 
as the year progressed. Collectively, cross-functional teams formulated best practices based on the best national research. 



Planning
OBJECTIVES

TARGET AUDIENCE

• Reduce chronic absenteeism rates at Union 
Public Schools by 7% districtwide during the 
2024-25 school year (from 30% to 23%). 

• Increase the daily attendance rate from 90%
to 93% districtwide during the same period. 

• Students – Mainly the 1,903 students (10-15%) who are 
chronically absent at Union

• Parents – Shared responsibility for student attendance
• Teachers/staff – Can reinforce student messaging through 

supportive behavior



Chronic 
Absenteeism

• Something has changed in our 
thinking and behavior

• Maybe it’s time we look at our 
audiences and their attitudes

• PARENTS
• TEACHERS
• STUDENTS 

(grades 6 -12) 



What are the most important 
things your school could do to 
help improve students' daily 
attendance?

PARENTS & TEACHERS



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation

1691

21% (353) Union 6/7th Grade Center
10% (175) Union 8th Grade Center
9% (158) Union Freshman Academy

27% (450) Union High School
2% (26) Union Alternative School
5% (90) Don’t have children attending Union



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation TEACHER QUESTION

14% (41) 12th grade
1% (3) Adult Ed



Importance of Regular Attendance: Teachers vs. Parents



1325

PARENT QUESTION

On average, how many days per month are your children absent from 
school? 



1228

PARENT QUESTION

How do you as a parent/guardian feel about your children’s school 
attendance? 



How Easy or Difficult is it for Your Students to Attend School?
(Teachers vs. Parents)



Perceived Reasons for Student Absences: Teachers vs. Parents



Impact of Missing School on Academic Performance 
(Teachers vs. Parents)



How Easy Is It for Student(s) to Catch Up on Material When They 
Missed School? (Teachers vs. Parents)



TEACHER 
QUESTION

As a teacher, what expectations do you communicate to students about 
attendance? 

259



How Do Teachers Respond When Students Return After an Absence?
(Teachers vs. Parents)



What Could Help Students Attend School More Regularly? (Teachers 
vs. Parents)



Your Willingness to Work to Improve Attendance This School Year
(Teachers vs. Parents)



What are the most important things your school could do to help 
improve students’ daily attendance? (Teachers vs. Parents)



What are the most important things your school could do to help 
improve students’ daily attendance? (Teachers vs. Parents)

Teachers Emphasized
•Parent Accountability
•Incentives for good attendance and 
support for students falling behind
•Reliable transportation
•Teacher-student relationships to 
foster a supportive and engaging 
environment
•Mental health support
•Communication with parents to 
resolve attendance issues

Parents Emphasized

•Reliable Transportation
•Health and Safety: Address bullying, 
providing safe environments, and 
avoiding spread of illness.
•Engaging Learning Environment
•More flexibility/understanding from 
teachers. 
•Rewards and Incentives for good 
attendance.
•Communication: Effective and 
consistent communication about 
attendance and school activities.



Engagement Summary
Todd Nelson and Chris Payne, Union Public Schools
April 10, 2025

What are the most important things your school 
could do to help improve your daily attendance?

STUDENTS GRADES 6 – 12



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation

28% (498)

1% (17)

1% (17)

5% (81) 

29% (509)

18% (322)

19% (329)



STUDENTS (GR. 6-12) QUESTION
How do you feel about the importance of attending school? (Pick the one 
that best describes you).  



Ability to Attend School Daily: Students (Gr. 6-12) vs. Parent (6-12) 
Perceptions



Perceptions of Student Absences Per Month: Students (Grades 6-12) 
vs. Parents – Grades (6-12)



Parent Feelings About School Attendance and Student Perceptions 
of Parent’s Feelings: Students (Gr. 6-12) vs. Parent (6-12)



Most Common Reasons for Student Absences: Students (Gr. 6-12) 
vs. Parent (6-12) Perceptions



PARTICIPATION
Breakdown of Participation STUDENTS (GR. 9-12) QUESTION



Impact of Missing School on Academic Performance: Students 
(Gr. 6-12) vs. Parent (6-12) Perceptions



Ease of Catching Up on Missed Material: Students (Gr. 6-12) vs. 
Parent (6-12) Perceptions



How Teachers or School Staff Respond When Student Misses 
School: Students (Gr. 6-12) vs. Parent (6-12) Perceptions



What Could Help Students Attend School More Regularly? Students 
(Gr. 6-12) vs. Parent (6-12) Perceptions



Willingness to Commit to Improved Attendance: Students (Gr. 6-12) 
vs. Parent (6-12)



Top Themes
STUDENTS

1.  Need for teachers who are more engaging, caring and understanding of students’ 
situations and a more supportive classroom environment. 
2. Make classes more interesting, interactive and engaging. 
3. More reliable transportation. 
4. More mental health supports and a more supportive environment that recognizes 

the importance of emotional and psychological well-being. 
5. More flexible scheduling such as later school start times or more adaptable 

attendance policies. 
6. Incentives – offer tangible rewards for good attendance and incentives that foster 

a culture of consistent attendance. 
7. More extracurricular activities, sports and clubs the create connection. 
8. Stronger academic supports to help students catch up on missed work. 
9. Cleaner facilities play a role in students’ willingness to attend. 

What are the most important things your school 
could do to help improve your daily attendance?



‘BE PRESENT TO WIN’
Chronic Absenteeism Campaign



RESEARCHING NATIONAL ATTENDANCE CAMPAIGNS
Given the severity of chronic absenteeism and the need for quick action, we had a few short weeks during the summer to create Union’s 
campaign. We briefly explored the idea of utilizing national resources and tagging on to an existing campaign. However, we found the national 
templates too generic and in our opinion were not compelling enough to move students or parents to action.



Planning
OBJECTIVES
• Reduce chronic absenteeism rates at Union Public Schools 

by 7% districtwide during the 2024-25 school year (from 30% 
to 23%). 

• Increase the daily attendance rate from 90% to 93% 
districtwide during the same period. 

TARGET AUDIENCE
• Students – mainly the 1,903 students (10-15%) who are 

chronically absent at Union. 
• Parents – Shared responsibility for student attendance
• Teachers/staff – Can reinforce student messaging through 

supportive behavior
• Tulsa/Broken Arrow community – general awareness

STRATEGIES
• Use engaging visuals and humor in print/social media 

campaign to illustrate the imaginative (and extreme) excuses 
students use to get out of going to school (i.e., freak 
earthquakes, Bigfoot, abducted by aliens, etc.). 

• Ensure diversity in the campaign (age, grade, race, sex, etc.) 
consistent with our district demographics

STRATEGIES (cont’d)
• Use compelling headlines and copy that capture the attention 

of students and parents. Each headline begins with “Chronic 
Absences…”

• “Lame Excuse #27 – Taylor [Swift] dropped a new album”
• “Lame Excuse #41 – Celebrating my cat’s birthday”

• Make students/families aware that 30% of Union students 
were chronically absent last year

• Brand each poster with the ‘Be Present to Win’ logo (a stylized 
trophy), reminding them a successful future depends on being 
present at school

TACTICS
• Posters (displayed in schools) and social media campaign on 

Facebook and Instagram were launched on Sept. 11, 2024
• A video featuring Union students showing off the poster 

campaign was distributed with a news release that detailed 
Union’s goal to reduce chronic absenteeism

• A survey of parents, teachers and students was conducted to 
gauge attitudes about attendance and how we might better 
support students and families

• Teachers and administrators met frequently throughout the 
school year to discuss ideas on how to reduce absenteeism

BUDGET
• $1,500 for the printing of posters. The posters, video and 

social media campaign were all created in-house. 



Implementation
DEVELOPING THE CREATIVE

Poster and social media copy was 
developed with an eye toward the 
outrageous. We needed eye-popping 
photos that would appeal to students 
and parents. Some of the “excuses” 
skewed toward secondary students 
(grades 6-12). Each poster or social 
media post began with, “Thirty percent 
of Union students were chronically 
absent last year. We can do better than 
that!” Then we tailored copy to the 
specific excuse, always closing with the 
importance of being at school. 
[EXAMPLE: Earthquake theme]: 
“Okay, the ground swallowed your 
homework. (Maybe it was the goat). 
Making up excuses is easy. BEING AT 
SCHOOL takes determination, but it will 
build a solid foundation for your future.” 

Posters were prominently displayed in 
the hallways and front entryways of all 
school sites. 



VIEW THE COMPLETE POSTER CAMPAIGN

https://unionps-my.sharepoint.com/my?id=%2Fpersonal%2Fpayne%5Fchris%5Funionps%5Forg%2FDocuments%2FNEWS%20RELEASES%2FNews%20Releases%20%2D%202024%2D25%2FLame%20Excuses%20Campaign%20Posters%2Epdf&parent=%2Fpersonal%2Fpayne%5Fchris%5Funionps%5Forg%2FDocuments%2FNEWS%20RELEASES%2FNews%20Releases%20%2D%202024%2D25&ga=1


SOCIAL MEDIA
A social media component was 
launched concurrently on 
Facebook and Instagram 
beginning September 2024. 



CAMPAIGN LAUNCH
NEWS RELEASE & VIDEO

Link to national attendance research

Link to CAMPAIGN POSTERS

Link to Union’s CAMPAIGN VIDEO

https://youtu.be/8w9jQkJG-so
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/long-covid-for-public-schools-chronic-absenteeism-before-and-after-the-pandemic/
https://unionps-my.sharepoint.com/my?id=%2Fpersonal%2Fpayne%5Fchris%5Funionps%5Forg%2FDocuments%2FNEWS%20RELEASES%2FNews%20Releases%20%2D%202024%2D25%2FLame%20Excuses%20Campaign%20Posters%2Epdf&parent=%2Fpersonal%2Fpayne%5Fchris%5Funionps%5Forg%2FDocuments%2FNEWS%20RELEASES%2FNews%20Releases%20%2D%202024%2D25&ga=1
https://youtu.be/8w9jQkJG-so


CAMPAIGN LAUNCH 
STORIES – EARNED 
MEDIA
• Sept. 11, 2024 – FOX-23 :  Union 

Public Schools fights absenteeism 
with new "Be Present to Win" 
campaign | News | fox23.com

• Sept. 11, 2024 – KOTV-NewsOn6:  Focus On Kids: Union Public Schools Battles 
Absenteeism With New Campaign (newson6.com)

• Sept. 11, 2024 – News9 (Oklahoma City): Focus On Kids: Union Public Schools Battles 
Absenteeism With New Campaign (news9.com)

• Sept. 12, 2024 – KOTV-NewsOn6:  Union Launches 'Be Present To Win' Campaign To 
Address Absenteeism (newson6.com)

• Sept. 12, 2024 – News9 (Oklahoma City): Union Launches 'Be Present To Win' Campaign 
To Address Absenteeism (news9.com)

• Sept. 12, 2024 – Tulsa World (online version): Union Public Schools campaign seeks to 
reduce absenteeism (tulsaworld.com)

• Sept. 13, 2024 – KJRH-Channel 2: Union schools using humor to combat chronic 
absenteeism (kjrh.com)

• Sept. 15, 2024 – KTUL-Channel 8: School districts aim to slash chronic absenteeism rates 
with new initiatives

https://www.fox23.com/news/union-public-schools-fights-absenteeism-with-new-be-present-to-win-campaign/article_72d9b6ae-7051-11ef-b8ed-8ba90c5aa963.html
https://www.fox23.com/news/union-public-schools-fights-absenteeism-with-new-be-present-to-win-campaign/article_72d9b6ae-7051-11ef-b8ed-8ba90c5aa963.html
https://www.fox23.com/news/union-public-schools-fights-absenteeism-with-new-be-present-to-win-campaign/article_72d9b6ae-7051-11ef-b8ed-8ba90c5aa963.html
https://www.fox23.com/news/union-public-schools-fights-absenteeism-with-new-be-present-to-win-campaign/article_72d9b6ae-7051-11ef-b8ed-8ba90c5aa963.html
https://www.newson6.com/story/66e21af355015867969d4d79/focus-on-kids:-union-public-schools-battles-absenteeism-with-new-campaign
https://www.newson6.com/story/66e21af355015867969d4d79/focus-on-kids:-union-public-schools-battles-absenteeism-with-new-campaign
https://www.newson6.com/story/66e21af355015867969d4d79/focus-on-kids:-union-public-schools-battles-absenteeism-with-new-campaign
https://www.news9.com/story/66e21af355015867969d4d79/focus-on-kids:-union-public-schools-battles-absenteeism-with-new-campaign#:%7E:text=Union%20Public%20Schools%20is%20working%20to%20increase%20student%20attendance%20this
https://www.news9.com/story/66e21af355015867969d4d79/focus-on-kids:-union-public-schools-battles-absenteeism-with-new-campaign#:%7E:text=Union%20Public%20Schools%20is%20working%20to%20increase%20student%20attendance%20this
https://www.newson6.com/story/66e2becbe4a1ee536d7eab94/union-launches-be-present-to-win-campaign-to-address-absenteeism
https://www.newson6.com/story/66e2becbe4a1ee536d7eab94/union-launches-be-present-to-win-campaign-to-address-absenteeism
https://www.news9.com/story/66e2becbe4a1ee536d7eab94/union-launches-be-present-to-win-campaign-to-address-absenteeism#:%7E:text=Chronic%20absenteeism%20occurs%20when%20a%20student%20misses%2010%25%20of%20their
https://www.news9.com/story/66e2becbe4a1ee536d7eab94/union-launches-be-present-to-win-campaign-to-address-absenteeism#:%7E:text=Chronic%20absenteeism%20occurs%20when%20a%20student%20misses%2010%25%20of%20their
https://tulsaworld.com/news/local/education/union-seeking-community-help-to-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-rates/article_a2577ad0-711c-11ef-833b-df916b039bb8.html
https://tulsaworld.com/news/local/education/union-seeking-community-help-to-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-rates/article_a2577ad0-711c-11ef-833b-df916b039bb8.html
https://www.kjrh.com/news/local-news/union-schools-using-humor-to-combat-chronic-absenteeism
https://www.kjrh.com/news/local-news/union-schools-using-humor-to-combat-chronic-absenteeism
https://ktul.com/news/local/school-districts-aim-to-slash-chronic-absenteeism-rates-with-new-initiatives-green-county-school-days-poster-social-media-parent-attention-conversation-opportunity-educate-family-excuse?video=KTUL/2024-09-15T21:59:04.338Z/fe6702f3-f554-405d-8c3a-6581da647c1d/HLS/index
https://ktul.com/news/local/school-districts-aim-to-slash-chronic-absenteeism-rates-with-new-initiatives-green-county-school-days-poster-social-media-parent-attention-conversation-opportunity-educate-family-excuse?video=KTUL/2024-09-15T21:59:04.338Z/fe6702f3-f554-405d-8c3a-6581da647c1d/HLS/index


OBJECTIVE 1: Reduce chronic absenteeism rates at Union Public Schools by 7% districtwide during the 2024-25 
school year (from 30% to 23%). 

• As of March 2025, Union reduced chronic absenteeism by 1.35% – or 200 fewer students – compared with the previous 
year, with two more months remaining in the 2024-25 school year. 

• 26.24% of Union students were chronically absent compared to 27.59% a year ago. 
• At the site level, several schools showed significant improvement, with reductions in chronic absenteeism:

• Moore Elementary -1.5% Andersen Elementary -2.94%
• Union High School -2.24% 8th Grade Center -3.34%
• Jefferson Elementary -2.55% Grove Elementary -3.87%

OBJECTIVE 2: Increase the daily attendance rate from 90% to 93% districtwide during the same period. 

• The district’s average daily attendance (ADA) rate increased only slightly to 91.21% as of March 2025 (compared with 
91.05% a year ago). 

• At the site level, nine schools met or exceeded the 93% goal. 
• Several schools demonstrated gains in ADA: 6th/7th Grade Center +.054%
• 8th Grade Center +0.59%
• Union Freshman Academy +1.13%; and
• Union High School +1.22%.  

Evaluation



CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM by School Site 
(Aug. 2024-March 2025)

A reduction in chronic absenteeism 
of 1.352% (or 200 fewer students) vs. 
previous year

The district’s average daily attendance 
rate increased only slightly to 91.21%, 
although nine schools met the 93% goal. 



MEDIA COVERAGE
Results/Reduction in Chronic Absenteeism

• April 9, 2025 – FOX 23: Video: Union Public Schools reduce 
chronic absenteeism following attendance campaign | News | 
fox23.com

• April 9, 2025 – KTUL-Channel 8: Union Public Schools sees drop 
in chronic absenteeism for 2024-2025 year

• April 9, 2025 – KOTV-NewsOn6: Union Public Schools reduces 
student absenteeism by 1.35% with 'Be Present To Win' 
campaign

• April 9, 2025 – 102.3 KRMG Radio: Union Public Schools reduce 
chronic absenteeism following attendance campaign – 102.3 
KRMG

https://www.fox23.com/news/video-union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/video_1e0d6429-ca57-5be6-a941-9dfff2b89d9a.html
https://www.fox23.com/news/video-union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/video_1e0d6429-ca57-5be6-a941-9dfff2b89d9a.html
https://www.fox23.com/news/video-union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/video_1e0d6429-ca57-5be6-a941-9dfff2b89d9a.html
https://ktul.com/news/local/union-public-schools-sees-drop-in-chronic-absenteeism-for-2024-2025-year
https://ktul.com/news/local/union-public-schools-sees-drop-in-chronic-absenteeism-for-2024-2025-year
https://ktul.com/news/local/union-public-schools-sees-drop-in-chronic-absenteeism-for-2024-2025-year
https://ktul.com/news/local/union-public-schools-sees-drop-in-chronic-absenteeism-for-2024-2025-year
https://www.newson6.com/story/67f6e70c636a7ca7a084e474/union-public-schools-reduces-student-absenteeism-by-1-35-with-be-present-to-win-campaign
https://www.newson6.com/story/67f6e70c636a7ca7a084e474/union-public-schools-reduces-student-absenteeism-by-1-35-with-be-present-to-win-campaign
https://www.newson6.com/story/67f6e70c636a7ca7a084e474/union-public-schools-reduces-student-absenteeism-by-1-35-with-be-present-to-win-campaign
https://www.krmg.com/news/local/union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/STRM4UVS6RAD7JUOU2IDIAOYUU/
https://www.krmg.com/news/local/union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/STRM4UVS6RAD7JUOU2IDIAOYUU/
https://www.krmg.com/news/local/union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/STRM4UVS6RAD7JUOU2IDIAOYUU/
https://www.krmg.com/news/local/union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/STRM4UVS6RAD7JUOU2IDIAOYUU/
https://www.krmg.com/news/local/union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/STRM4UVS6RAD7JUOU2IDIAOYUU/
https://www.fox23.com/news/video-union-public-schools-reduce-chronic-absenteeism-following-attendance-campaign/video_1e0d6429-ca57-5be6-a941-9dfff2b89d9a.html
https://ktul.com/news/local/union-public-schools-sees-drop-in-chronic-absenteeism-for-2024-2025-year


THE WORK CONTINUES
As Union Public Schools continues to chip away at chronic absenteeism, we continue to look to the data for answers. Five 
major themes arose from the parent, teacher and student surveys of more than 3,600 people. Student and parental 
engagement are a likely target for our continued efforts.*

*Note: A bus driver shortage that caused temporary cancellation of 
some routes heightened parent and teacher concerns about 
transportation due to timing of the survey. We are optimistic this 
will be less of a concern in the future. 

*



THE WORK CONTINUES
With the introduction of two major new programs – AERONAUTICS and CONSTRUCTION – Union is already seeing strong 
evidence that high engagement with programming results in lower rates of absenteeism among certain student populations. 
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