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Why Do Middle and High 
Schoolers Miss School?
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Youth Panel and the American Parents 
Panel

I
n the immediate aftermath of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic–related dis-
ruptions to K–12 in-person schooling, K–12 absenteeism rates spiked nationally in U.S. public 
schools (Chang, Balfanz, and Byrnes, 2023a; Dee, 2024; Diliberti et al., 2025; Malkus, 2025). 
Although absenteeism rates have declined somewhat since reaching a peak in the 2021–2022 

school year, recovery appears to be stalling, with national rates still above pre-pandemic levels 
(Malkus, 2025).1

High levels of chronic absenteeism—defined as missing at least 10 percent of school days in a 
given school year—matter because 
research has linked chronic absentee-
ism with poorer academic outcomes 
(Ginsburg, Chang, and Jordan, 2014; 
Smerillo et al., 2018). Absenteeism 
can also present budgetary challenges 
because many states and districts 
use funding formulas that include 
measures of attendance (Education 
Commission of the States, 2024; 
Lieberman, 2024).

It remains a bit of a puzzle why 
public school students continue to 
miss more school than they did before 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although 
there are some hypotheses (e.g., that 
the availability of remote coursework 
has changed families’ perceptions of 
the importance of in-person school-
ing or that parents are being more 

KEY FINDINGS
	■ Although heightened levels of chronic absenteeism remain a seri-

ous national problem, one-third of youth between the ages of 
12 and 18 surveyed in December 2025 agreed that missing three 
or more weeks of school—that being chronically absent—is mostly 
OK. Parents were more skeptical than youth that being chronically 
absent is OK, but 18 percent still thought it was mostly fine.

	■ Parents of older youth, especially those with children ages 17 to 
18, were less likely than parents of younger youth (ages 12 to 14) 
to report always making their children go to school if they did not 
want to go.

	■ Twenty-two percent to 48 percent of youth and parents perceived 
that reasons not related to physical health, such as going on 
vacation, feeling down or anxious, or simply wanting a day to rest, 
are legitimate reasons to miss school. The oldest youth we sur-
veyed (ages 17 to 18) were especially likely to feel that needing to 
rest or catching up on schoolwork were legitimate reasons to miss 
school.

	■ High school–age youth (ages 15 to 18) were more likely than youth 
ages 12 to 14 to say that their parents have allowed them to take 
mental health days if they did not want to go to school.
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cautious about sending sick kids to school after the 
pandemic), no single, clear explanation has emerged 
to explain national absenteeism trends (Daly, 2023; 
Diliberti et al., 2024; Rapaport et al., 2025; Saavedra, 
Polikoff, and Silver, 2024).

Researchers have documented concentrations 
of heightened absenteeism rates in urban districts, 
high-poverty districts, and historically low-achieving 
districts (Chang, Balfanz, and Byrnes, 2023b; Chang, 
Balfanz, and Byrnes, 2025; Diliberti et al., 2025; 
Malkus, 2025). Another important driver of over-
all absenteeism rates are differences by grade. In 
an analysis of 22 states, DiMarco (2025) finds that 
absenteeism rates in many states rise as students pass 
through middle school grades and into high school 
grades. In fact, many states report absenteeism rates 
in grade 12 that are higher, and in some cases sub-
stantially higher, than in all other grades.

These patterns motivate our inquiry into why 
so many secondary school students are absent from 
school. Do these students think that missing school 
is a problem? What do students perceive as legitimate 
reasons for being absent? What role do students’ 
parents play in getting their children to school? To 
what extent do students’ reasons for missing school 
differ by age?

This report is intended for school system leaders 
who are seeking to better understand the reasons for 

the absenteeism patterns that they are observing in 
their schools as they target interventions to get more 
kids back in classrooms.

Our Approach

In this report, we investigate why secondary school–
age students are missing school and to what extent 
these reasons differ by age. To do so, we use data 
from two surveys we administered to nationally 
representative samples in late 2025. The primary 
data source for the analyses in this report is a survey 
administered to 1,124 members of the RAND 
American Youth Panel (AYP) between December 4, 
2025, and January 5, 2026.2 AYP members ages 
12 to 29 were eligible to be sampled for this survey 
if they were enrolled in some type of K–12 school or 
postsecondary institution at the time of the survey 
administration.3 The survey asked questions about 
a variety of emerging policy issues in education, 
including absenteeism. Our survey focused largely 
on attitudes that we anticipate are related to absen-
teeism, such as believing that not being chronically 
absent is important and that specific reasons for 
missing school are legitimate. Only in select cases did 
we ask about actual behaviors.

Youth enrolled in secondary grades (6 through 
12) received our questions about absenteeism 
(n = 922). These enrolled youth represent a diverse 
set of school environments across the United States: 
traditional public schools, charter schools, private 
schools, and homeschools. We did not exclude pri-
vate school students because, to date, there have 
been no national analyses conducted post-pandemic 
examining attendance patterns or attitudes about 
attendance for private school youth. We note that 
private school students represent a small share of 
our survey respondents (about 9 percent), and their 
responses look very similar to their public school 
counterparts. (We did exclude the 103 homeschoolers 
from our analyses.)

We complement these youth data with data 
obtained from a separate survey administered 
to a nationally representative sample of panelists 
obtained from the American Parents Panel between 
October 22, 2025, and October 31, 2025 (n = 998). 

These patterns motivate 
our inquiry into why 
so many secondary 
school students are 
absent from school: Do 
these students think 
that missing school is a 
problem?
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Parents were eligible to be sampled as long as they 
had at least one secondary school-age child (ages 
12 to 17) living with them in their household.4 This 
survey contained parallel items to the youth survey 
so that we could compare aggregate responses 
between youth and parents, but both samples were 
generated independently. Any overlap in parent-child 
dyads is incidental. For the parent survey, we do not 
know what type of school their child attends, whether 
public or private. We weighted both samples sepa-
rately to make them representative of the national 
populations of K–12 enrolled youth and parents of 
secondary school-age youth, respectively.5

In our analysis, we present the results by age 
group (12–14, 15–16, and 17–18). We choose to report 
our results by age and not by grade for consistency in 
our survey results because we have grade information 
only for the youth and not for the parents.6 For the 
youth, this represents their own ages. For the parents, 
this represents the ages of their oldest K–12 school-
age child who they were asked to have in mind when 
completing the survey items.

Unsurprisingly, there is a high degree of cor-
relation between students’ ages and their grades. 
Virtually all 12- to 14-year-olds in our sample 
(n = 235) are in grades 7 through 9, corresponding 
to middle school and the transition into high school. 
The 15- and 16-year-olds in our sample (n = 338) 
tend to be in grades 10 and 11, and the vast major-
ity of the 17- and 18-year-olds in our sample are in 
grade 12 (n = 237). When interpreting our results, 
readers can roughly interpret the 12–14 age group as 
corresponding to grades 7 through 9, the 15–16 age 
group as corresponding to grades 10 through 11, and 
the 17–18 age group as corresponding to grade 12.

We conducted significance testing to assess 
whether differences by student age were statistically 
different at the p < 0.05 level.7 Because we observed 
some siblings in the same household in our survey 
data, we cluster our standard errors at the house-
hold level.8 For ease of interpretation, we present our 
results using simple descriptive statistics. In the text, 
we describe only those differences that are statisti-
cally significant at the 5-percent level, unless other-
wise noted. In some cases, we may call out differ-
ences that we deem practically significant, which we 
define as differences of 10 percentage points or more. 

Because of the exploratory nature of this study, we 
did not apply multiple hypothesis test corrections.

This study has several limitations that readers 
should keep in mind when reviewing the results. 
First, the existing data on post-pandemic chronic 
absenteeism trends include public school students 
only. Our survey sample includes both public and 
private school students. We chose to retain private 
school students in our analysis because we observed 
similar patterns across school type. However, we 
acknowledge that overall absenteeism levels may 
be different across these two groups and differ-
ent external factors besides age many contribute to 
absenteeism levels for these groups. Second, although 
our surveys provide an illustrative snapshot of cur-
rent attitudes about absenteeism, we do not have 
comparable data from previous school years—
especially those before the COVID-19 pandemic—to 
examine how attitudes have changed over time. 
Finally, although our surveys examined attitudinal 
factors that are likely related to absenteeism, they 
did not examine other factors (e.g., transportation, 
housing stability) that are known to contribute 
to absenteeism.

We choose to report 
our results by age 
and not by grade 
for consistency in 
our survey results 
because we have grade 
information only for the 
youth and not for the 
parents.
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Three-Quarters of the Youth We 
Surveyed Had Missed at Least 
Some Classes

When we surveyed youth in December 2025, a 
majority (76 percent) reported already having missed 
at least some classes during the 2025–2026 school 
year. Corroborating the same pattern observed by 
DiMarco (2025) and SchoolStatus (undated), the 
oldest youth whom we surveyed were particularly 
likely to report having missed at least some school.

That is, 83 percent of youth ages 17 to 18 
reported missing at least some classes in 2025–2026 
compared with 75 percent of youth ages 15 to 16 and 
73 percent of youth ages 12 to 14 (results not shown).

One-Third of Secondary School-
Age Students Think Missing 
Three or More Weeks of School 
Is Mostly OK

We asked both youth and parents whether they 
thought it was a problem when students miss three 
or more weeks of school in a single school year, cor-
responding to the definition of chronically absent. 
Overall, roughly one-third of youth (32 percent) 
said that missing three weeks or more of school 
was mostly OK: Students can make up what they 
missed online or in person (see Figure 1). Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, parents of secondary school-age 
youth appeared to be more concerned about students 
missing three or more weeks of school. Whereas 

FIGURE 1

Percentage of Youth and Parents Who Think It Is Mostly OK When Students Are 
Chronically Absent, by Age Group
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parents: “Is it ok or is it a problem when students [children] miss three or more weeks of [K–12] school in a school year?” (n = 819 youth and 
998 parents). Youth and parents were asked to select between the following two response options: (1) “It’s mostly ok. Students [children] can 
make up what they missed online or in-person” or (2) “It’s mostly a problem. It’s hard to catch up from that much missed school.”

15−16 17−18

By age

All parents 12−14 15−16 17−18

By child age

32 31
29

37

18 21

1617



5

32 percent of youth said that being chronically absent 
was no big deal, only 18 percent of parents felt simi-
larly. Nonetheless, nearly one in five parents reported 
that missing three weeks of school is no big deal.

We did not observe any statistically significant 
differences in youths’ or parents’ perceptions of 
chronic absenteeism as a problem based on student 
age. However, we did observe a general pattern that 
the oldest school-age youth (and their parents)9 
appear the most unconcerned about being chroni-
cally absent. More specifically, 37 percent of 17- to 
18-year-olds (who tend to be in the final year of K–12 
schooling) indicated that being chronically absent 
was mostly OK. Meanwhile, 31 percent of 12- to 
14-year-olds and 29 percent of 15- to 16-year-olds 
said similarly.

Parents of Older Youth Were 
Less Likely to Report Always 
Making Their Child Go to 
School; Older Youth Agreed 
That Their Parents Were More 
Lenient

Prior research shows that kids who miss school 
simply because they do not want to go tend to 
miss a lot of school days for this reason, and this 
is a key marker of kids who are chronically absent 
(Rapaport et al., 2026).

Eighty-six percent of the youth we surveyed 
reported that they do not always want to go to school. 
We asked these youth how often their parents make 
them go to school when they do not want to go. Only 
36 percent of youth said that their parents always 
make them go to school when they do not want to go 
(see Figure 2).

Parents agreed with youths’ perceptions. Only 
37 percent of parents said that they always make their 
child go to school if they do not want to go. Mean-
while, 30 percent said that they often make their child 
go to school. In results not shown, 18 percent of par-
ents said that they only sometimes make their child 
go to school if they do not want to go, 12 percent said 
that they rarely make their child go, and 4 percent 
said that they never make their child go.

As shown in Figure 2, the oldest youth we sur-
veyed were less likely to report that their parents 
often or always make them go to school. Youth ages 
17 to 18 were less likely than youth ages 12 to 14 to 
say this (57 percent versus 69 percent).

The story among parents is slightly more 
nuanced. When we examine the overall share of 
parents who said that they often or always make 
their child go to school, we do not observe differ-
ences across age groups. But when we focus on those 
parents who said often versus those who said always, 
there is some indication that parents of older children 
may be more lenient. Parents of older youth tended 
to say that they often but do not always make their 
children go to school. In contrast, parents of youth 
ages 12 to 14 were much more likely to report always 
making their child go to school.

We did observe a 
general pattern that 
the oldest school-
age youth (and their 
parents) appear the 
most unconcerned 
about being chronically 
absent.
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Large Minorities of Youth and 
Parents Feel It Is OK to Miss 
Class for Any Reason not 
Related to Physical Health, 
Such as Vacations or Just 
Feeling Anxious

We presented youth and parents with a list of poten-
tial reasons why a child might miss school (e.g., if 
the child has a cold, for a family vacation) and asked 
them to select which were OK reasons to miss class. 
Ninety-three percent of youth and 91 percent of par-
ents selected at least one of the reasons that we asked 
about as a legitimate reason to miss school.

In some ways, we observed a high level of agree-
ment in youths’ and parents’ perceptions of legitimate 
reasons for missing school, as shown in Figure 3. 
Both youth and parents overwhelmingly agreed that 

being sick (e.g., having a cold) is a legitimate reason 
to miss class. Both groups identified this as the top 
legitimate reason to miss school.

Furthermore, sizable minorities of both youth 
and parents identified other non-health-related rea-
sons as legitimate reasons for children to miss school. 
For example, 48 percent of youth and 48 percent of 
parents said that taking a family vacation is a legiti-
mate reason to miss school. Forty percent of youth 
and 34 percent of parents said that feeling down or 
anxious was a legitimate reason to miss school, and 
32 percent of youth and 22 percent of parents said 
similarly about simply wanting a day to rest.

For a few reasons, youths’ and parents’ percep-
tions diverged. For example, youth were three times 
as likely as parents to say that needing to care for a 
friend or family member is a legitimate reason to 
miss school. Youth also tended to be more likely to 

FIGURE 2

Percentage of Youth Who Said That Their Parents Often or Always Make Them Go 
to School When They Do Not Want to Go and Percentage of Parents Who Said 
Similarly About Their Child, by Frequency and Age Group
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NOTE: This �gure depicts response data from the following survey questions administered to nationally representative samples of youth and 
parents, respectively: “How often does your parent make you go to school when you do not want to go?” and “How often do you make your 
child go to school when they do not want to go?” (n = 699 youth and 787 parents). We excluded the 14 percent of youth who said that the 
question does not apply because they always want to go to school and the 23 percent of parents who said similarly about their child. Both 
youth and parents were asked to select from the following �ve response options: (1) always, (2) often, (3) sometimes, (4) rarely, and (5) never. 
An asterisk (*) indicates that the share of youth (parents with a child) ages 15 to 16 or 17 to 18 who indicated a speci�c frequency is 
statistically signi�cantly different (p < 0.05) from the share of youth (parents with a child) ages 12 to 14 who said similarly. Bars may not sum 
to totals because of rounding.
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view needing to catch up on schoolwork or work at 
a paid job as legitimate reasons for missing school. 
However, we did not include questions that asked 
either students or parents whether students had actu-
ally missed school for these reasons.

Seniors Were More Likely to 
Select Additional Reasons, 
Such as Wanting a Day to 
Rest, as Legitimate for Missing 
School

We examined similarities and differences in youths’ 
responses about legitimate reasons for missing school 
based on their age. In some ways, we observed con-
sistent responses across age groups. Youth of all 
ages identified missing school because of sickness 

(e.g., having a cold) as the most common legitimate 
reason for missing school, with more than 75 percent 
of students across all age groups reporting that it 
was OK to be absent for this reason (see Figure 4). At 
the other end of the spectrum, very few students of 
any age group believed that it was OK to miss school 
because of disinterest. The ordering of how legitimate 
reasons for missing school were considered to be, 
from most legitimate to least legitimate, remained 
consistent across all age groups.

But for some of the reasons we asked about, dif-
ferences emerged across age groups. In particular, 
youth ages 17 to 18 were more likely to perceive it 
was OK to miss school for some additional non-
health-related reasons than those ages 12 to 14, with 
youth ages 15 to 16 falling somewhere in between. 
For example, 39 percent of youth ages 17 to 18 said 
that it was fine to miss school simply to have a day off 

FIGURE 3

Percentage of Youth and Parents Who Identified Various Reasons as Being OK 
Reasons for Children to Miss School
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to rest versus 27 percent of youth ages 12 to 14. Fur-
thermore, 24 percent of youth ages 17 to 18 thought 
it was OK to be absent to catch up on schoolwork—
double the share of their peers ages 12 to 14 who said 
similarly.

The largest difference observed across age groups 
was for perceptions of missing school for a paid job: 
33 percent of the oldest youth we surveyed thought it 
was OK to miss school for a paid job compared with 
19 percent of those ages 12 to 14. We suspect that this 
largely reflects the greater access that older youth 
likely have to paid employment.

A Minority of Youth Often or 
Always Go to School with a 
Cold; but at the Same Time, 
Very Few Youth Say That They 
Never Do

Studies show that sickness is by far the most common 
reason why kids miss school (Gee, Yu, and Ansari, 
2025; Rapaport et al., 2026). Other work has sug-
gested that the COVID-19 pandemic made parents 
and youth more cautious about sending kids to school 
with nonserious illnesses, such as colds, and that 
these changed attitudes about youth attending school 
when they are sick is one of the reasons for contin-

FIGURE 4

Percentage of Youth Who Identified Various Reasons as Being OK Reasons for 
Children to Miss School, by Age Group

NOTE: This �gure depicts response data from the following survey question administered to a nationally representative sample of youth: 
“What are ok reasons for you to miss class?” (n = 810 youth). Youth were asked to select all that applied. Seven percent of youth selected 
none of the reasons we presented. An asterisk (*) indicates that the share of youth ages 15 to 16 or 17 to 18 who selected a reason as ok is 
statistically signi�cantly different (p < 0.05) from the share of youth ages 12 to 14 who said similarly. The red box highlights the three reasons 
for missing school for which we observed the greatest differences by age group.
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ued heightened chronic absenteeism post-pandemic 
(Diliberti et al., 2025; Rapaport et al., 2025).

We asked youth how often they go to school in 
person when they have a cold, and we asked parents 
to report the same about their children. Despite the 
large share of youth who said that it is legitimate to 
miss school because of a cold, fewer of those youth 
said that they actually do miss school for this reason 
regularly. Only a small share of youth (14 percent) 
said that they always go to school when they have a 
cold, although about a quarter (27 percent) said that 
they often do (see Figure 5). In results not shown, 
34 percent of youth said that they sometimes go to 
school with a cold, and 18 percent said that they 
rarely do. Only 6 percent said that they never go to 
school with a cold.

Overall, we observed a similar distribution of 
responses for parents, although only 8 percent of 
parents said that their child always goes to school in 
person when they have a cold. At the other end of the 
spectrum, only 8 percent of parents said that their 
child never goes to school with a cold.

When we looked at responses by age group, we 
found that youth of all ages were nearly equally likely 
to report always going to school with a cold. But we 
did find that youth ages 17 to 18 were more likely 
than their peers ages 12 to 14 to report going often 
(33 percent versus 22 percent, respectively).

Parents of children across age groups mostly 
agreed with one exception: Parents of the youngest 
youth (ages 12 to 14) were the most likely to report 
that their children never go to school with a cold.

FIGURE 5

Percentage of Youth Who Go to School In Person When They Have a Cold and 
Percentage of Parents Who Said Similarly About Their Child, by Frequency and Age 
Group
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response options: (1) always, (2) often, (3) sometimes, (4) rarely, and (5) never. An asterisk (*) indicates that the share of youth (parents with a 
child) ages 15 to 16 or ages 17 to 18 who indicated a speci�c frequency is statistically signi�cantly different (p < 0.05) from the share of youth 
(parents with a child) ages 12 to 14 who said similarly. Bars may not sum to totals because of rounding.
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53 percent of youth ages 17 to 18 and 52 percent of 
youth ages 15 to 16 reported that this was something 
they had done compared with 36 percent of youth 
ages 12 to 14. In contrast to this pattern we observed 
for youth, parents were no more or less likely to indi-
cate that their child had taken a mental health day 
based on the child’s age.

About Half of Youth Say That 
They Have Missed at Least 
Some School in the Last Two 
Years for a Family Vacation

Media reports have posited that families have been 
taking more vacations during the school year since 
the COVID-19 pandemic because of relaxed atti-
tudes about the importance of in-person instruction 
and the wider availability of asynchronous learn-
ing tools to help kids keep up with school remotely 
(Blad, 2025). As shown in Figure 3, roughly half of 
youth and parents agree that taking a family vaca-
tion is a legitimate reason to miss school. We asked 

Older Youth Were More Likely 
to Say That Their Parents Have 
Allowed Them to Take Mental 
Health Days

Data show that rates of anxiety and depression spiked 
among youth during and in the direct aftermath of 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Prichett et al., 2024; U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024) 
and that students’ attendance records are likely 
related to their ongoing mental health struggles 
(Rapaport et al., 2026).

We asked students whether they had ever taken 
a mental health day and parents whether their child 
had done so with their permission. Both youth and 
parents acknowledged the prevalent practice of 
taking mental health days. Overall, 45 percent of 
youth said that they had ever taken a mental health 
day (see Figure 6). A slight majority of parents 
(55 percent) said similarly about their child.

Notably, older students were far more likely to 
say that their parents had ever allowed them to skip 
school for a mental health day. More specifically, 

FIGURE 6

Percentage of Youth Who Said That Their Parents Ever Allowed Them to Take a 
Mental Health Day from School and Percentage of Parents Who Said Similarly 
About Their Child, by Age Group

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

Youth Parents

All youth 12−14

NOTE: This �gure depicts response data from the following survey questions administered to nationally representative samples of youth and 
parents, respectively: “Has your parent ever allowed you to take a ‘mental health day’ if you did not want to go to school?” and “Have you 
ever allowed your child to take a ‘mental health day’ with your permission if they did not want to go to school?” (n = 819 youth and 998 
parents). An asterisk (*) indicates that the share of youth (parents with a child) ages 15 to 16 or ages 17 to 18 who said yes is statistically 
signi�cantly different (p < 0.05) from the share of youth (parents with a child) ages 12 to 14 who said similarly.

15−16 17−18

By age

All parents 12−14 15−16 17−18

By child age

45

36

52* 53* 55 54 55 56



11

from parents’ reports about their children, but those 
differences were not statistically significant.

Conclusion and Implications

Heightened chronic absenteeism rates continue to 
be a national problem, especially among secondary-
school-age youth, raising concerns about students’ 
academic trajectories. In December 2025, we admin-
istered a survey to a nationally representative sample 
of middle and high school youth that asked them 
about their perceptions of whether being chronically 
absent from school is a problem and what they per-
ceive to be legitimate reasons for missing school. We 
also asked youth whether they had missed school for 
such reasons as sickness, vacation, and mental health; 
these reasons have been hypothesized as being 
related to continued heightened absenteeism rates, 
even several years after the COVID-19 pandemic has 
receded. We asked similar questions of a nationally 
representative sample of parents to better understand 
to what extent parents’ perceptions differed from 

youth (and parents about their child) whether they 
have actually missed any school in the last two school 
years to go on vacation.10

Roughly half of youth (47 percent) said that they 
had missed some days of school in 2024–2025 or 
2025–2026 to go on vacation (see Figure 7). Parents’ 
estimates were more conservative: 37 percent of 
parents said that their child had missed some school 
days in the last two years because of a family vaca-
tion. These estimates—including the gap between 
youth and parents—almost perfectly match those 
from another study on chronic absenteeism that 
relies on nationally representative surveys of adults 
and youth (see Rapaport et al., 2026).

When we examined differences by age, an 
unusual pattern emerged. Youth in the middle age 
group (15 to 16)—roughly corresponding to grades 
10 and 11—were the ones most likely to report having 
missed at least some school because of a vacation. 
Fifty-four percent of youth ages 15 to 16 reported 
missing school for this reason compared with 45 per-
cent of youth ages 17 to 18 and 44 percent of youth 
ages 12 to 14. We observed a hint of the same pattern 

FIGURE 7

Percentage of Youth Who Said That They Missed at Least Some School in 2024–
2025 or 2025–2026 to Go on Vacation and Percentage of Parents Who Said 
Similarly About Their Child, by Age Group
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that were cited by the oldest youth surveyed, such as 
anxiety, the need for additional time for schoolwork, 
and disinterest.

We should not write off high levels of chronic 
absenteeism among youth who are at the end of 
high school as no big deal. We might be tempted 
to think that more-cavalier attitudes toward atten-
dance among youth ages 17 to 18 are not a problem 
because many of these students have already satisfied 
their graduation requirements and are focused on 
post-high school plans. But heightened absentee-
ism rates among end-of-high-school students are 
still a concern, both for the students and for school 
systems. For example, seniors may still need to pass 
high school exit exams. Active instruction is also 
still happening in seniors’ classrooms, and those who 
miss school regularly might miss out on instruc-
tion that is important for their college and career 
aims. Additionally, state and district funding for-
mulas often include measures that account for high 
school attendance.

Trying to get kids to avoid being chronically 
absent will continue to be a challenge as long as 
families do not view being absent as a problem. The 
results of our surveys showed that, although chronic 
absenteeism continues to be a serious national prob-
lem, many parents and youth did not view being 
chronically absent as a cause for alarm. Although 
parents were more likely to perceive absenteeism as 
an issue than youth, large minorities of both groups 
thought that missing three weeks of school in a given 
year was mostly OK. School and district officials who 
are looking to combat chronic absenteeism may need 
to send messages to both students and their parents 
that appropriately frame the real consequences of 
missing so much school. Our report also provided 
some indication that schools should put in the time 
and effort to tailor these messages by age group, so 
that the messages resonate better with older and 
younger youth and their parents.

their children’s and what role parents might play in 
getting their child to school.

Both youth and parents reported that parents 
do not always—or even often—make their kids go to 
school when they do not want to go, and both groups 
perceived many reasons beyond sickness as legitimate 
for missing school. Roughly half of both parents and 
youth believed that missing school for family vaca-
tions was fine. And notable minorities of parents and 
youth said that it was fine to miss school because of 
feeling anxious or simply wanting a day to rest.

Our surveys also revealed that there are particu-
lar challenges for youth ages 17 to 18 who are in their 
final year of high school. Parents seemed particu-
larly reluctant to force their older children to always 
attend school when they did not want to go. Youth in 
this age group were particularly likely to report that a 
variety of reasons were legitimate for missing school, 
such as the need to catch up on schoolwork or work a 
paid job. Even though youth ages 17 to 18 might have 
gone to school more often when they had colds, they 
were particularly likely to say that they had missed 
school because of mental health reasons. And there 
was some suggestion that youth in this age group 
(and their parents) were the least likely to be con-
cerned that being chronically absent is a problem.

School systems need to consider the age of the 
child when designing and implementing interven-
tions intended to combat absenteeism. Altogether, 
our findings suggest that secondary school-age youth 
(and their parents) have different feelings about 
the importance of being at school in person as they 
get older. The fact that 17- and 18-year-olds in our 
sample are the ones who seemed the least likely to 
value being present at school each day, no matter the 
circumstances, might help explain why DiMarco 
(2025) and others have observed such high absen-
teeism rates at the end of high school. Schools may 
want to consider ways in which they can provide 
in-school supports to address reasons for absence 
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Notes
1   Notably, all of these cited studies examine absenteeism trends 
in K–12 public schools. To our knowledge, there have been no 
large-scale studies conducted post-pandemic examining absen-
teeism in private schools. We assume that private schools are also 
struggling with chronic absenteeism, though perhaps not to the 
same degree as public schools.
2   The RAND American Life Panel is a probability-based survey 
panel of adults ages 18 and older living in the United States. The 
RAND American Life Panel was designed to produce nationally 
representative estimates of the U.S. population. First established 
in 2024, the AYP is a subset of the American Life Panel, focused 
on expanding data collection to minors as young as age 12. 
Adults are recruited into the American Life Panel first, and then 
they are asked to consent to letting their minor children enroll in 
the AYP and participate in surveys. Parents are able to consent 
to empaneling more than one of their eligible children if they 
desire. For more details about how youth are recruited to partici-
pate in the AYP, please see Schwartz et al., 2025.
3   Panel members were eligible to be surveyed if they were 
between the ages of 12 and 29. Ninety-nine percent of our K–12 
survey sample was between the ages of 12 and 18; however, the 
sample included nine individuals who were older than 18 and 
enrolled in K–12 schooling. We omit these older youth from our 
age group analysis.
4   We specifically designed the survey sample to include parents 
of at least one child age 12 to 17. In practice, many parents have 
multiple school-age children, which we know from our panel 
records. Because parents’ perceptions about the importance of 
schooling and reasons for their child being absent might differ 
based on the child’s age, we provided the following instruction 
to parents: “This next set of questions will ask for your thoughts 
on your child(ren) missing school. If you have multiple chil-
dren enrolled in K–12 schooling, please think about your oldest 
school-age child when answering these questions.” Using data 
from panel records, we were able to identify the parents’ eldest 
K–12 school-age child. If the parents had an 18-year-old child 
listed on their household roster, this was considered to be their 
oldest school-age child for the purpose of this analysis; however, 
we do not have data on whether those 18-year-olds were enrolled 
in K–12 school. Our results are not sensitive to whether we cap 
the parent data at 17- or 18-year old children.

5   Weights for the youth survey were calibrated on gender, 
race/ethnicity, grade level, and region of residence. Weights for 
the parent survey were calibrated on gender, race/ethnicity, age, 
educational attainment, family income, and region of residence.
6   When we analyzed the data for youth by grade instead of by 
age, we obtain very similar results.
7   More specifically, we ran unadjusted linear regression models 
that predicted youths’ survey responses by age group. This is 
equivalent to performing a t-test.
8   The secondary school-age youth who answered our survey 
items represent 690 unique households. There are 110 families 
that have two children represented in the dataset and five fami-
lies that have three children represented in the dataset.
9   When parents answered this question, we had not yet provided 
the instruction to respond to our survey items with their eldest 
school-age child in mind.
10   We chose to ask about the last two school years because we 
feared asking this question in December 2025 might undercount 
those who were missing school in a single school year.
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