
 

 
 

Attorney General Kamala D. Harris issued her fourth annual 
statewide report on elementary school truancy and chronic 
absence in California, In School + On Track 2016. Drawing from 
four years of longitudinal data—a sample of almost half a 
million K-5 students—this year’s report includes the most 
comprehensive analysis to-date on the high rates of 
absenteeism among California’s elementary school students. 
The report finds that California continues to face an 
attendance crisis, one that disproportionately affects African 
American, Native American, and Pacific Islander students, 
special education students, and foster and homeless youth.  

 
Chronic absence affects students’ long-term success 

• Three-quarters of students who were chronically absent in K & 1st grade did not meet the California state 
standards in 3rd grade for math and English language arts (ELA). 

• Chronically absent elementary students are more likely to fall behind academically, less likely to graduate 
from high school, & more likely to be unemployed, on public assistance, or victims or perpetrators of crime. 

 
Chronic absence rates are disproportionately high for certain groups of students 

• In 2015-16, an estimated 210,000 K-5 students  
  (7.3%) were chronically absent  

• 77% of all chronically absent students are low-
income 

• The chronic absence rate for African American  
 students (14%) is 2X the rate for all students 

• The chronic absence rate for Native American 
students is 16%  

• Special Education students have a chronic absence 
rate of 12% 

• Foster students  have a chronic absence rate of 
almost 9%, about 2 percentage points greater than 
non-foster students 
 

Chronically absent students are concentrated in a small number of schools and districts 
• 50% of chronically absent students in our sample attend 20% of schools and 10% of districts;  
 25% attend 7% of schools and 3% of districts  
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• African American students represent 22% of suspensions 
& 28% of students suspended more than 3 days,  
but only 5% of the overall K-5 student population 

• 55% of students who had more than one suspension  
were also chronically absent 

• Low-income students account for 82% of all 
suspensions; 30% involve students with disabilities; foster 
children are suspended at 2.5X the rate of all students 

 

Over the past several years, districts have taken steps to improve elementary school attendance 
 

In the 2013, just over ½ of districts surveyed said 
they tracked student attendance data over time. 
In 2016, 85% of districts reported that they do 
 

99% of surveyed school districts report that they 
implemented policy and program changes, or 
plan to during the 2016-2017 school year, to 
improve elementary school attendance  
 

80% of school districts surveyed cite an increased 
awareness of attendance issues as a reason for 
changes in their attendance programs. Nearly 
70% of school districts attributed their changing 
practices, in part, to their LCAP 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Attorney General Harris’ 2013 In School + On Track (https://oag.ca.gov/truancy/2013) report contained the first 
statewide statistics on California’s elementary school truancy crisis & directly linked public education and public 
safety. Annually, dropouts cost California taxpayers an estimated $46.4 billion in incarceration, lost productivity, 
& lost taxes. 
 

The 2014 In School + On Track report (https://oag.ca.gov/truancy/2014) released updated data & looked 
specifically at gaps in state infrastructure for collecting attendance information & at disparities in student 
attendance & discipline by race, income, & other subgroups such as foster youth. 
 

In School + On Track 2015 (https://oag.ca.gov/truancy/2015) included new data on racial disparities in 
suspensions as well as high rates of elementary absenteeism in the earliest grades. The report also detailed 
progress made in increasing awareness of the importance of attendance within school districts, using Local 
Control and Accountability Plans (LCAPs) to set clear goals to reduce truancy and chronic absenteeism, tracking 
attendance year over year, and investing in discipline policies that reduce time away from the classroom. 

Background from Previous Reports 

Suspensions exacerbate the attendance crisis, with  
an outsized impact on African American students,  
low-income students, and students with disabilities 
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