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Family-centered Perspectives on Barriers to School Attendance 
Cottle, Cassidy1; Fellenstein, Brian1; Hepp, Steven1; Hurd, Molly1; Karpowicz, Kristin1; Le, Joshua1; Liu, Jasmine1; Yang, Sarah1

Cappleman, Kate S3; Dew, Kaitlin3; Ferry, Betsy, LICSW2; Krebs, Cara G2 ; de Jager, Elzerie, MBBS, PhD1

• Truancy is defined as chronic absenteeism or missing 10% or 
more of the school days including excused or unexcused 
absences.1

• Students who are chronically absent any year between 8th and 
12th grade are more than 7 times more likely to drop out.2

– On average a college graduate is likely to live 9 years 
longer than someone who has not completed high 
school.3

• 33% of students were chronically absent in the Burlington 
school district, grades K-12.4

• In the Howard Center’s survey of schools, schools identified 
the complexity and intensive needs of individual 
students/families as the most pressing issue of truancy.5

• Both the state and the Howard Center have collected data on 
the school's perspective on truancy, but there is significantly 
less data on family perspectives of truancy.

• A group interview with four mothers was conducted at an Engage 
BHS (Burlington High School) event.

• All participants were Somali.
• The interview was conducted with the use of a translator.
• To address participant concerns, a note-taking approach was used 

to document the discussion.

The study investigated family perspectives on chronic 
absenteeism in the Burlington School District.
Caregivers
• had feelings of frustration toward the school district because 

of a breakdown in communication regarding student safety
• perceived a difference between their expectations and the 

schools’ investment in their children’s education
• perceived racism as a barrier to their children's education
• identified the biggest positive influence on their child’s 

attendance as teachers who create an inclusive and inspiring 
learning environment

Limitations
• Despite widespread efforts in recruitment, we were able to 

interview a difficult-to-reach population.
• The small sample size may not be representative of all 

Burlington family perspectives.
• The group interview was conducted via a translator. This could 

impact the language used in our themes.

• We identified communication, racism, learning environment, 
and safety as recurrent factors contributing to chronic 
absenteeism.

• Families were more comfortable in a group-interview setting; it 
is recommended to use this strategy in future studies.

• Engaging families at school-sponsored events proved 
most successful in surveying family affected by truancy.

• Fostering positive relationships among teachers, families, and 
students may prove to be most beneficial in 
combatting chronic absenteeism.
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Collaborated with the Howard Center School Services 
Program to identify families (self-identified as 
experiencing chronic absenteeism) willing to discuss 
their experiences with truancy.

Designed an interview script with input from 
validated surveys conducted by the Howard Center in 
Chittenden school districts.

Conducted a voluntary, non-incentivized group 
interview of families affected by truancy. Interviewers 
transcribed the participants’ verbal responses.

Eight coders performed a qualitative thematic 
analysis of the interview notes to identify areas of 
need for families.

To survey family perspectives on barriers to school attendance, 
the efficacy of attempted strategies, and family suggestions for 
future strategies to be implemented to address truancy in 
Burlington School District.

Goal

After dropping their children at school, 
parents found it worrisome that the 
school does not keep track of their 

children’s whereabouts if they were not 
in class.

Most of the time parents did not know 
whether their children were attending 

class or not. Sometimes parents learned 
about attendance issues at the end of 

the term through report cards.

Families perceived that there were 
lower standards for their children 

because of their race.

Communication
breakdown between 

the school and 
families

If a student did not consider a teacher 
inspiring or motivating, then the student 
reported feeling isolated and not feeling 

the need to attend those classes.

Racism
as perceived 

systemic bias from 
school staff

Learning 
Environment

as a strong 
influence on 
engagement

Safety
as a perceived lack 
of concern by the 

school for students

Qualitative Themes and Sentiments from Families
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