
SCHOOL AVOIDANCE Understanding a Cyclical Relationship
Knowing how mental health can lead to attendance problems is important. Anxiety and 
depression can make it difficult to concentrate, impacting a student’s academic performance. 
Some students may then start to believe they cannot succeed in school, or have a fear of 
failure, and begin staying home to avoid academic pressures. Missing school often creates a 
worsening cycle where students fall behind on academic content, which then exacerbates 
their feelings of anxiety and depression, causing them to miss even more days.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS
Chronic absenteeism* negatively impacts student 
mental health and has long-term effects that ripple 
into adulthood. Attendance impacts child outcomes 
at all ages, from early grades to high school, and all 
stages of social-emotional development.1  

Research on the long-term consequences of K-8 
students who were frequently absent shows that – 
in addition to diminished emotional, educational 
and economic outcomes – they are less likely to vote 
than their peers, pointing to another societal cost.2  

The reasons behind school absences are varied and 
the roots of the problem are complex.3 Chronic ab
senteeism is often the result of intertwining social, 
financial, mental, physical, and family health issues 
that require a supportive response focused on child 
well-being. 

Poor mental health is one of the myriad reasons for 
chronic absenteeism, but it’s unique in that mental 
health can be both a cause and an effect. Since the 
pandemic, studies have found that mental health 
concerns – namely anxiety and depression – are the 
main drivers of health-related absenteeism.
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WHY THIS MATTERS 
Consistent school attendance is one of the best indicators of student engagement and learning, but also of fami-

ly and child well-being. Regular school attendance leads to improved academic, economic, health, and relational 

outcomes over a child’s lifetime. When students miss school, their absence can lead to social isolation, anxiety, 

and loneliness – and for those with existing mental health challenges – deepen their struggles.
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WHAT’S HAPPENING IN WISCONSIN?
Like the nation, Wisconsin’s chronic absenteeism rate rose to its highest peak 
in 2022 (22.7%). It declined in 2023 (19.5%) and again in 2024 (17.7%) but is 
still much higher than the pre-pandemic rate in 2019 (12.9%). In the 2023-24 
school year, there were 134,597 chronically absent students in Wisconsin.4  

Low-income students are about three times as likely to be chronically ab-
sent than kids from families that are not economically disadvantaged. This is 
often due to transportation issues, chronic health conditions, and financial 
barriers that face low-income families.
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WHAT HELPS: 
Full-Time Student Services Staff
Student Services – school counselors, psychologists, social workers, and nurses – play a vital role in 
managing the health of a school community. Because social workers, attendance coordinators, and 
nurses are often the first point of contact for students seeking care, they are a powerful lever in improv-
ing attendance, reducing absenteeism and tardiness, and bolstering student well-being. Nurses provide 
referrals to their Student Services colleagues or community providers who can address mental health 
concerns and partner with families.

One study found that the students whose attendance improved the most after receiving school-
based care were kids with a mental health condition.5 By providing routine care and essential ser-
vices at school, Student Services professionals can address concerns quickly, increase access to care, 
serve as a trusted adult, and help kids manage the link between health and academics.

Sources:
1 The Impact of School Mental Health Services on 
Reducing Chronic Absence
2 Absenteeism in the First Decade of Education
3 Identify the Root Causes of Absence

4 WISEdash Public Portal – Attendance Trends
5 School Attendance Following Receipt of Care 
From a School-Based Health Center

* Chronic absenteeism is defined as missing 10% or more of school for any reason including excused, unexcused absences, and suspensions.

WHAT WE CAN DO
ÜPARENTS & CAREGIVERS 
•	 Keep an open dialogue with your child about bullying, 

anxiety, and depression.

•	 Recognize the signs of school avoidance and learn how 
caregivers can help.

•	 Encourage participation in extracurricular activities which 
boosts student engagement.

•	 Emphasize the importance of school relationships: peers, 
friends, and teachers.

•	 Actively partner with your school’s Student Services team 
if absences are recurring.

Ü		SCHOOLS     
• 	 Foster a positive school culture that prioritizes wellness, 

school belonging, and strong relationships with students.

• 	 Communicate early and often about the importance of 
attendance with both students and families.

•	 Designate an Attendance Coordinator or team to create 
relationship-centered partnerships with families to 
collaborate on attendance.

•	 Address school avoidance early and analyze root causes of 
truancy and absences. 

•	 Cultivate supportive responses in lieu of punitive 
responses to absences and truancy, including academic 
supports to recover from learning loss.

•	 Offer intentional social supports to help students connect 
with their peers and teachers in-person.

•	 Review state guidance on mental health and absences.

ÜPROVIDERS 
• 	 Ask patients about school attendance and engagement. 

•	 Discuss the benefits of attendance for each child’s future.

•	 Identify school avoidance and refer youth for mental 
health support.

•	 Establish and maintain collaboration with school nurses.

•	 Partner with schools to improve the referral pathway. 

ÜPOLICYMAKERS 
•	 Provide sustainable funding for all pupil services 

professionals in all Wisconsin schools. 

•	 Support funding for comprehensive school mental health 
systems statewide.

•	 Reduce punitive approaches to truancy and absenteeism.

ÜCOMMUNITIES
•	 Understand the role that communities, local business, and 

faith leaders can play.

•	 Curate experiences that build positive in-person 
connections among youth.

•	 Cultivate welcoming and positive spaces for all kids.

•	 Partner with schools to build engaging activities that 
connect students to their peers and extend their learning.
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