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ABSTRACT 

What does it mean to be a school leader trying to improve chronic absenteeism at 

the high school level? Intervening with chronically absent high school students entails 

adapting existing practices designed for students in attendance, finding alternate ways to 

motivate students who simply are not there, and affording educational opportunity 

equitably to students whose voices and stories have largely been silenced, all against a 

landscape of increasingly rigorous and conflicting accountability pressure associated with 

chronic absenteeism, graduation rate, suspension rate and student achievement. While 

scholarship and dialogue pertaining to leadership responses to chronic absenteeism at the 

high school level generally support an emphasis on outreach and engagement with 

families, building relationships with students, affording students opportunities to recover 

credit, and connecting them to experiences that relate to the world of work after high 

school, scarce research focuses on the complex, dynamic role identities of the school 

leaders who innovate and implement these ad hoc responses, often without guidance from 

policy, and in turn, influence the experiences, outcomes and possibilities for chronically 

absent students.  

This current study investigated the ways that role identity components influenced 

the motivated actions of school and district leaders towards chronic absenteeism at the 

high school level. The study’s guiding questions were: (a) how do school leaders’ role 

identity components (i.e.., ontological and epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; 

perceived action possibilities; self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with 

each other to inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students? (b) 

to what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about supporting 
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chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived experiences of adults who 

were chronically absent students in high school? (c) to what extent do the beliefs and 

perceptions of school leaders about supporting chronically absent students compare and 

contrast to the lived experiences of parents and guardians of adults who were chronically 

absent students in high school?   

The guiding theoretical frame for this study is the Dynamic Systems Model of 

Role Identity (DSMRI; Kaplan & Garner, 2017). The DSMRI conceptualizes motivated 

action to be influenced by an actor’s dynamic and contextualized interpretation of his or 

her social cultural role, or role identity. According to the model, four multi-elemental 

components comprise an actor’s role identity: ontological and epistemological beliefs, 

purpose and goals, perceived action possibilities, and self-perceptions and definitions. 

These components are interdependent, irreducible, and reciprocally influencing each 

other, the behaviors and their meanings to the actor, and the future iterations of the 

actor’s role identity system. 

The study employed a narrative approach to investigate the school and district 

leaders’ motivated actions and the meanings they made of high school student 

absenteeism. Using Seidman’s (2013) protocol, I interviewed nine school leaders, five 

former students, and three parents who operated at a small, urban public school district in 

the Tri-State area about their past and present social-cultural roles concerning the 

meaning of they made of chronic absenteeism at the high school level. Additionally, I 

observed the nine school leaders and they provided artifacts and documents relating to 

chronic absenteeism. Transcribed interviews and the student focus group, as well as 

observations, documents and artifacts, were analyzed utilizing Saldana’s (2013) 
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pragmatic eclecticism approach and Kaplan and Garner’s (2016) DSMRI Codebook and 

Analysis Guide.  

The results demonstrate how each school leader’s meaning of working with 

chronically absent students at the high school level, amidst an array of accountability 

pressures, has been incorporated into their dynamic role identity system within the 

sociocultural context, guiding their experiences, perceptions and actions. Despite their 

nuanced role identity systems - the participants come very different backgrounds with 

varied lived experiences and expertise in the domain, and reference different prior role 

identities and future role identities - the findings also highlighted common processes and 

content across Participant Roles (e.g., school leader, parent or student). This manifested 

distinctly in the themes reflecting school leaders’ actions changed in response to the 

system’s control parameter of accountability pressure, the ways school leaders 

communicated to parents and students about absenteeism, and the very different cultural 

meanings that students and parents gave to absenteeism and attendance than the cultural 

meanings and characteristics that school leaders largely experienced.  

These findings illuminate a complex, turbulent landscape comprised of school and 

district leaders, with myriad accountability systems to which they are beholden and their 

chronically absent students and families, all operating with multiple role identities that 

integrate with one another. The insights from this study can inform the work of 

educational leaders, educators and researchers who endeavor to intervene with the elusive 

problem of chronic absenteeism at the high school level. It may further guide educational 

leaders and policymakers who made decisions about the utility value of social-emotional 

learning that emphasizes exploration of identity for students, teachers, and leaders alike, 
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as well as how outreach efforts are regarded and measured in school system outputs such 

as educator evaluation systems and professional development offerings. Importantly, this 

research aims to provide leaders with a tool for reflection on the importance of role 

identity as a lens to view their own professional practices and responses to challenging, 

complex problems in the domain such as chronic absenteeism. Importantly, when school 

systems were pressed to shut physically and adapt school services and instruction due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the existing, multidimensional consideration of attending 

school manifested in new meanings and barriers for students, parents and school leaders 

grappling with the issue of chronic absenteeism in a changing context. Finally, this 

research aims to contribute, in a small way, to improve educational opportunity for all 

students, including those experiencing complex barriers to attending school. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 For decades, school reform efforts have targeted improving student achievement 

and reducing inequities. These efforts have come by way of multiple reform waves 

(Harvey, 2013; Rury, 2005; Smith & O’Day, 1990), ranging from class size reductions, 

curriculum quality, teacher training, longer school day, high stakes testing, increased 

graduation requirements, parental choice, all of which are both costly and complicated to 

implement (Witte, 2005; Jacob, 2005; Gottfried & Hutt, 2019). As policymakers and 

educational leaders continue to focus on reducing educational disparities, student 

attendance emerges as a promising reform idea. Overall, there is a widespread belief that 

at its core, solid student attendance contributes positively to student achievement and 

other important educational outcomes. Moreover, unlike reforms that require substantial 

resource allocation, complicated reorganization efforts or difficult buy-in implementation, 

the focus on the improvement of student attendance appears deceptively simple, or at 

least straightforward to implement for school leaders, and impactful for student 

outcomes. 

Brief Introduction to the Chronic Absenteeism Metric 

While collecting and influencing student attendance have been long standing 

leadership practices in America’s very first public school systems of the early 1800’s 

(Tyack, 1974), it was not until recent years that chronic absenteeism has emerged as an 

increasingly important and formal accountability metric for school leaders in the K-12 

context. Fueled by a broadening of the scope of accountability systems under Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, chronic absenteeism has emerged as a popular 



2  

 
 

metric chosen by many states as a component of their statewide accountability system 

areas (Rafa, 2017; Bauer et al., 2018). In addition to the four specified academic 

indicators, thirty-six states and the District of Columbia, as of the start of 2020, use a 

chronic absenteeism metric as a school quality or student success (SQSS) indicator 

(Attendance works, 2020). Additionally, ESSA requires states to collect and report 

chronic absenteeism data on state report cards, making the case for the utility of chronic 

absenteeism as a measure for educational leaders.  

 Given the increased use of chronic absenteeism as a measure, it is not surprising 

that there is a growing awareness on the part of educational leaders regarding the array of 

educational and quality of life outcomes that chronic absenteeism is connected to. Well 

established associations of chronic absenteeism include diminished academic 

achievement (Chang & Romero, 2008; Gottfried & Kirksey, 2017; Gottfried, 2010), 

failure to attain a high school diploma (MacIver & Messel, 2013; Neild et al., 2007), and 

increased levels of criminal activity (Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 2012). Moreover, the 

problem of absenteeism is widespread. Recent estimates indicate that approximately one 

in seven, or 6.8 million students, miss 15 or more days per school year (U.S. Department 

of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2016). In short, chronic absenteeism is a critical area 

for improvement for school leaders across school systems. 

Prior to 2012, conventional notions of attendance measurement were primarily 

framed by educators as an average of the daily attendance. This approach, though, 

neglects to illuminate the realities of who experiences absenteeism most markedly 

(Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). With average daily attendance, school leaders pay attention to 

the daily number, which, alone, does not illuminate who is primarily absent most often. 
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As with other educational outcomes in the K-12 context, chronic absenteeism is 

experienced disproportionately by specific student groups. Students of color, students 

with disabilities, students living in poverty, and highly mobile students are among the 

groups that are most prevalently absent (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil 

Rights, 2016). In terms of grade level, students at the tail ends of the K-12 continuum are 

most affected, with the youngest and oldest students disproportionally represented in the 

chronically absent numbers (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 

2016). In their report on nationwide chronic absenteeism, Balfanz & Byrnes (2012) 

argued that there was a period of adjustment to school attendance experienced by 

students and families, but as secondary students progress through middle and high school, 

this adjustment begins to reverse, with absenteeism increasing, the closer students get to 

the final year of school. All things considered, chronic absenteeism is especially critical 

for high school leaders in that it contributes to high school dropout and other pivotal 

outcomes and is experienced by vulnerable students at higher rates.  

With the increased focus on chronic absenteeism on the part of policymakers, 

educational leaders, and civil rights advocates, there is a growing need for clarity in the 

description and measurement of chronic absenteeism, as well as the consideration of 

assumptions that undergird the models used by educational leaders (Gottfried & Hutt, 

2019). One important shift involves what precisely chronic absenteeism captures 

(Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). There is a lack of uniformity between federal and state levels, 

and across states as to what constitutes chronic absenteeism. While the federal 

government identifies chronic absenteeism as missing 15 or more days in a school year 

(Rafa, 2017), states may set the bar at missing 15 or 20 days of school per year (Balfanz 
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& Byrnes, 2012). Still other states identify chronic absenteeism through a percentage, 

often 10% or more of school days, which translates typically to 18 days (Balfanz & 

Byrnes, 2012), as is the case in New Jersey. Moreover, while some states include a 

designation for severe or excessive absenteeism, typically set at missing 20% or more of 

school, others have no such formal designation (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012).  

In addition to a lack of consensus in a standard definition across organizational 

levels, there are also measurement complexity issues regarding the kind of absences 

facing school leaders. While conventional attendance policies that rely on average daily 

attendance tended to place an emphasis on the identification of absences as either 

excused or unexcused, a decision often made by school leaders (Gottfried, 2009), policies 

that reflect chronic absenteeism research tend to focus on total absences with minimal 

focus on this distinction, despite the utility of this distinction for parents, educators and 

students alike. Related to the excused/unexcused distinction, recent work has explored 

the value of parent level or student level reasons for student absences (Hancock, Gottfried 

& Zubrick, 2018). In addition to the shift away from the excused/unexcused distinction, 

there is often little mention in the chronic absenteeism discussion of the kind of absences 

incurred by students that typically operate out of the reach of school policies, often 

related to exclusionary practices in response to student conduct (Balfanz, Byrnes & Fox, 

2015) and student mobility, and students living in transition (South, Haynie & Bose, 

2007; Titus, 2007; Rumberger & Larson, 1998).  

Brief Introduction to the Concept of Identity 

Identity is a well-established concept that spans multiple theoretical perspectives. 

Widely known to refer to a person’s sense of the attributes that differentiate them 



5  

 
 

(individual self) and connect them to others (social self) - who he is and isn’t, who wants 

he wants to be, and who he does not want to be, identity guides interconnected 

motivational processes such as self-perceptions, goals, attributions, and behavior 

(Erikson, 1968; Brewer, 1991; Kroger, 2006, Master et al., 2016; Kaplan et al., 2019). As 

a construct, identity is salient in understanding how people develop self-understandings 

and become positioned in the world; it is constructed in relation to others and is salient 

for understanding a person’s motives to learn (Nolen, Horn & Ward, 2015). Additionally, 

identity has been conceptualized to capture both the uniqueness of individuals’ 

motivational elements and the common principles and aspects of motivation across 

contexts and individuals (Flum & Kaplan, 2012). Although there is general agreement 

across theoretical perspectives, both on what identity is and its importance to 

motivational processes, the related assumptions and the emphasis of the concept differ 

(Kaplan et. al, 2019).  

The Complex Dynamic Systems Perspective 

The Complexity Dynamic Systems (CDS) approach fits within a broader 

complexity perspective that has developed over the last few decades, spanning multiple 

disciplines including natural and social sciences (e.g., Larsen-Freeman, 1997; Davis-

Simmt, 2003; Page, 2015). Building on the complexity perspective, the CDS approach is 

undergirded by the assumption that phenomena are complex, nonlinear, dynamic systems 

with elements that interact continuously and iteratively (Guastello & Liebovich, 2009), 

and in contrast to the mechanistic approaches to understanding phenomena, which 

assume that elements of the phenomena interact in predictable and linear ways in 

machine-like systems (Kaplan, Garner & Brock, 2019). By providing a “shining light and 
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focus on unasked questions” (Page, p. 2, 2015), complexity perspectives hold promise to 

improve upon existing ways to understand a phenomenon. To apply a complexity 

perspective to motivational phenomena, Kaplan et al. (2019) identified four categories of 

assumptions essential to a CDS approach as it applies to motivational phenomena.  

The first assumption points to the interdependence, irreducibility, nonlinearity of 

systems’ behavior. Components influence each other and cannot be isolated, and as 

Kaplan and colleagues (2019) note, this tendency for a highly sensitive, always changing 

system, with disproportional inputs and outputs make theoretically grounded 

interventions nondeterministic and not completely predictable. To illustrate this lack of 

predictability in outputs in the high school context, consider a highly mobile, low 

performing, and economically challenged high school. The school leader makes available 

a research-based intervention, such as an online credit recovery program for families and 

students struggling with attendance, which, in turn, yields very uneven, unpredictable 

results, depending on a range of motivational and identity variables. With the complex 

dynamic system of the role identity of the school leader as the unit of analysis, the school 

leader attempting to initiate this intervention for a struggling family will experience very 

different outcomes depending on specific inputs related to identity (e.g. how many credit 

recovery subscriptions are available that year; how much effective professional 

development the school leader can access). The system’s behavior is both not fully 

predictable and non-deterministic.  

The second assumption identifies the dynamism, emergence, self-organization, 

and contextualism of systems’ behavior, always moving with elements that influence each 

other and are influenced by external and internal forces of other dynamical systems. 
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Elements continuously and reciprocally influence each other with no “central command” 

(Kaplan et al., p. 105, 2019). Applying this assumption to the CDS of the role identity 

system of a school leader, this dynamic movement of various CDS elements can be seen 

in a principal with evolving perceptions about his chronically absent students. Operating 

under a specific blend of external influences such as the demand of a new, rigorous local 

attendance policy, and internal influences such as the newfound ability to manage stress 

with a fortifying daily yoga routine, for example, the principal’s role identity continues to 

develop in a very unique, highly contextualized way.  

The third assumption of a CDS is the systems’ attractor states and control 

parameters, referring to the possible states with the various blend of elements that any 

one CDS can exhibit. There are a range of possibilities in terms of level of action, 

efficacy, coherence, or stability. For the complex role identity system of the principal, this 

entails the relations between the various elements (e.g., how the principal’s goals are 

influenced by beliefs about how successful she would be with a truant student; the way 

the principal’s value of recognizing systemic inequities based on SES interacts with his 

goal to meet his student growth objective (SGO) to improve schoolwide chronic 

absenteeism), and how this motion between elements is influenced by the control 

parameters, like the contextual climate which includes a grief stricken community over a 

murder-suicide of two former graduates. The system’s behavior – the principal’s actions 

towards her chronically absent students – may shift from action to non-action, from 

highly efficacious to less efficacious, and from stable to turbulent.  

Lastly, the fourth assumption deals with and the systems’ hierarchical structure 

and self-similarity. In terms of the concept of a hierarchical structure to the principal’s 
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role identity system, there are sub-systems nested within this larger system (e.g., role 

identity with senior students, role identity with parents from a particular demographic) as 

well as larger systems, which the role identity system of the principal fits within (e.g., 

role identity of a “white collar” professional operating in a challenging professional field, 

encapsulating a former role as a bank teller, a present freelance role as a consultant and 

writer, and a future, prospective role as a school superintendent). In terms of the self-

similarity concept, while the particular element may operate differently across these 

levels (e.g., self-efficacy of the principal), the principles by which this element operates 

share similarities regardless of systemic level.  

Coming to My Research Questions 

Over the years, chronic absenteeism, and more broadly, the gradual process of 

disengagement that many students experience has captured my interest as a qualitative 

researcher and has made me want to know more. As a high school counselor working in a 

low income, urban school system during the era of high stakes testing and increased 

graduation requirements, I have worked with countless chronically absent students 

struggling to make it to high school graduation in the face of serious barriers that 

disproportionally challenge those living in poverty. I have had the opportunity to witness 

the journey these students are on, often fraught with family and housing instability, 

trauma and violence, and demands on their out of school time (OST) that are difficult for 

educators and school leaders who have not experienced poverty to understand. I have 

looked out of my office window, across the highway that divides the tiny city I work in, 

and watched our graduates walk to work to the row of popular fast-food restaurants that 
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are visible from the windows of the guidance suite, like a constant, pressing reminder to 

innovate our practices and find solutions.  

Recently, I have begun to work with the middle and high school aged children of 

my first few cohorts of students. Through the years, I have come to understand their 

unique experiences of coming to school, and alternately, disengaging from school, as a 

complex, highly contextualized, and unpredictable motivational and identity-related 

phenomenon. Like the movements of butterflies in a garden of flowers, or starlings in 

murmuration (Kaplan, personal communication, 2019) there is both variation and an 

overall pattern to their trajectories. Characterized by constant motion, influenced by light 

and temperature, from the outside, the patterns look the same, but, in actuality, their 

movement is being recreated all the time.  

In the same way, I have worked under numerous school leaders grappling with 

their own actions as it applies to chronically absent students, each struggling to make 

sense of the chronic absent students in the context, while responding to the competing 

priorities that different accountability policies. Despite operating in the same 

environment, school leaders have their own unique perceptions, goals and definitions 

about the absenteeism of these difficult to educate students. Occupying the socio-cultural 

role of school leader, these principals, assistant principals, and supervisors construct their 

own versions of this role, known as their role identity (Kaplan, Garner & Brock, 2019). 

This role identity is its own complex, dynamic system, existing within and adapting to the 

particular context they operate in and manifesting in the actions they take related to 

difficult to educate students. Although identity processes emerge from a cultural context, 

it is the individual’s construction of the unique role identity system that is of focus, and 
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not the ways that culture influences identity or understanding underlying cultural themes 

(Holland et al., 2001).  

Statement of the Problem 

With this in mind, chronic absenteeism is a complex, trying, and multicausal 

problem that school leaders must grapple with. As Gottfried and Hutt (2019) note, 

acknowledging and understanding the contributing factors and the complex relationship 

between the factors does not easily translate to effective policies and subsequent 

interventions. While the literature supports an emphasis on leadership reform efforts 

targeting school climate to address absenteeism (Ehrlich & Johnson, 2019; Anderson, 

Egalite & Mills, 2019), little is known about how school leader role identity may shape 

leadership responses to chronically absent students. To enumerate, school leader 

responses to chronically absent students vary in terms of their aims with difficult to 

educate students, their ontological beliefs about the way the world works, their own 

perceptions of self-efficacy for work related to chronic absenteeism, suggesting 

motivational and identity processes may be pivotal in the responses that school leaders 

develop regarding chronically absent students.   

Theoretical and Methodological Framework: Dynamic Systems Model of 

Role Identity 

 The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI) incorporates multiple 

motivational and identity perspectives with motivated action as deriving from the 

individual’s unique meaning of a social-cultural role at the time of action (Kaplan et al., 

2019). A social-cultural schema and script for normative behavior comprise each role, 
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and within the frame of what the individual commonly understands about the role, the 

individual constructs his own version of the role, known as the role identity. The role 

identity is a complex, dynamic system with motivational elements interacting within the 

context and producing motivated action (Kaplan et al., 2019).  

Moreover, the DSMRI conceptualizes four components with related constructs 

built into each that conceptualize the meaning of occupying the socio-cultural role 

(Kaplan et al., 2019), such as school leader. The model, represented in Figure 1, 

demonstrates how each component represents a group of motivational and identity 

constructs, not reducible to one variable, with each component interdependent on the 

others. The individual’s role identity system cannot be reduced to one category, nor can it 

be generalized across different tasks and situations. Rather, as a complex dynamic 

system, the role identity system can exhibit behavior that is nonlinear and chaotic, with 

the individual’s action shaped by the domain, implicit dispositions, the sociocultural 

context, and cultural meanings (Kaplan et al., 2019). The perspective of a school leader, 

for example, when thinking about her own understanding of student absenteeism, will 

vary depending on domain (e.g., professional practice, personal life, or research 

endeavor), personal dispositions (e.g., tendency to minimize the perspective of others, 

prone to anxiety), cultural meanings (e.g., growing up in a military family, working in a 

diverse community) and social context (e.g., operating in a low performing high school 

with a recent growth in ELL learners). While the DSMRI presumes that dynamic identity 

processes emerge within a social and cultural context, it is the individual’s construction of 

the role-identity system that is the focus of the model. 
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Figure 1 

The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (Kaplan & Garner, 2017). 

 
 

 The emerging research that has applied the perspective of complex, dynamic 

system to the role identity processes of individuals occupying socio-cultural roles has 

been limited to the roles of teacher and student. In a case study of one science teacher 

experiencing a professional development (PD) institute, Garner & Kaplan (2019) 

explored how one teacher’s role identity adapted over three data collection points, before, 

during and after the PD institute. Using the DSMRI model’s four components to frame 

the coding of the interview transcripts, researchers were able to trace the participant’s 

multiple role identities, identity adaptations and “constructive tensions” experienced 

throughout the PD institute in terms of self-perceptions, ontological and epistemological 

beliefs, purpose and perceived action possibilities (Garner & Kaplan, p. 28, 2019). In a 

second recent study using the DSMRI to explore change in teacher role identity, graduate 
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students of education participated in a semester long Teaching in Higher Education 

course that introduced student-centered instructional strategies. The students’ initial 

teacher role identities influenced the level of change regarding student centered 

instructional strategies, with patterns ranging from “transformation” to “stagnation” 

(Gunnersel, Kaplan, Bennett, Etienne and Ponnock, 2016). This study illuminates how 

adaptations to role identity are dependent on initial role identity when it comes to 

specific, motivated actions.  

Significance of the Study 

In short, there is a lack of research attention to the complex role identity system 

which informs the motivated action of school leaders. Thus, these findings may have 

implications for theories of complex, dynamic systems and sociocultural concepts of 

identity formation. As the DSMRI model is still in an early stage, to date, there are no 

published studies where the DSMRI is employed to investigate the role identity system of 

school leaders. Additionally, this study may bring awareness to the phenomenon of 

chronic absenteeism and may serve as a catalyst for reform in giving voice to school 

leader, student and parent perspectives.   

The Purpose of this Study 

 The purpose of this research study is to explore the contextualized, complex role 

identity systems of school leaders regarding their work with chronically absent students 

through their stories and lived experiences. Drawing from a narrative approach, the life 

histories of school leaders, parents of chronically absent high school students, and recent 

and former chronically absent high school students were captured to gain an in-depth 
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understanding of the meanings that participants made regarding the experience of high 

school chronic absenteeism.  

The Dissertation’s Research Questions 

While there are infinite questions to investigate concerning the way school leaders 

respond to this complex, multicausal phenomenon, this study will explore the following 

questions:   

• How do school leaders’ role identity components (i.e.., ontological and 

epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; perceived action possibilities; 

self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with each other to 

inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students?    

• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of adults who were chronically absent students in high 

school?   

• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of parents and guardians of adults who were chronically 

absent students in high school?   

Organization of the Following Chapters 

 In Chapter 2, I review the role of the school leader and introduce the student and 

school level predictors of chronic absenteeism. Additionally, I also review scholarship 
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examining the influence of the school leadership practices on chronic absenteeism and 

illustrate the scarcity of research on school leader role identity and chronic absenteeism. 

Furthermore, I outline the theoretical framework of this study, and provide definitions for 

key terms utilized in this dissertation. In Chapter 3, I detail the study’s methodology. I 

introduce both the recruitment process for this study and the seventeen participants, the 

procedures involved with the interviews, focus group, observations, and document and 

artifact analysis. I also present the data analysis method and discuss my positionality and 

the study’s methodological limitations. In Chapter 4, I present the study’s findings. I 

begin with vignettes containing representative stories of all seventeen participants, 

followed with a thematic synthesis. Finally, in Chapter 5, I synthesize and interpret the 

study’s findings and discuss the theoretical, research and policy implications. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The scope of this literature review will highlight emerging research on the use of 

a complexity perspective, identity as an idea across theoretical perspectives, and 

specifically, the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity to investigate how role identity 

(e.g., principal, educational leader) and its adaptation frames the way the phenomenon of 

chronic absenteeism at the high school level is experienced. A review of the literature 

focusing on what school leaders do, important indicators of chronic absenteeism at the 

high school level, and leadership practices as they relate to chronic absenteeism at the 

high school level, will follow.  

The Role of the High School Leader 

 Because a key part of the role identity system encompasses what the individual 

understands the normative behavior associated with the sociocultural role to be, it is 

important to consider what recent literature says about what school leaders do. While 

some of this work applies to the range of school leadership roles (e.g., principal, assistant 

principal, athletic director, supervisor of curriculum, pupil services director), many of 

these roles are not yet consistently operating across school systems and high schools 

specifically, and the work of some of these roles tends to be context specific. 

Additionally, school systems rely on distributed leadership models to varying degrees, 

with leadership tasks decoupled from the principal in some systems, and in others, 

contrarily, leadership areas remain tightly coupled around the principal (Harvey, 2013). 

Thus, the role of principal continues to receive the most research attention in terms of 

high school leader roles, and the emphasis on principal identity is much more prevalent 
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than other types of school leader professional identities in the literature. In addition to the 

emphasis on principal identity, there is also an emphasis in recent scholarship on the 

skills and processes related to adaptation in the role (Garmston & Wellman, 2016; 

Robertson, 2017). Significantly, all the school leader participants for this study have been 

in their leadership positions for less than ten years, with about half serving in these 

capacities for less than five years.  

 Much of what is written about what school leadership involves an identification of 

critical functions and what actions are associated with each of these areas (Harvey, 2013; 

Marzano, 2008). The actions that high school leaders conventionally do to promote 

student attendance and reduce absenteeism has the capacity to span all the critical school 

leadership areas. Below is a table for attendance-related actions high school leaders take 

with their corresponding school leadership function:  
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Table 1 

School Leader Actions Related to Improving Student Attendance by Harvey’s Critical 
Leadership Function (2013) 

 

Critical Leadership Function 

(Harvey, 2013) 

General Action of the 

School Leader 

Context-Specific 

Actions 

Instructional Leadership Assuring that instruction and 
teaching resources are 
engaging to students in 
danger of being disengaged.  

Prioritizing that 
chronically absent 
students receive 
resources that they 
typically miss out on 
(e.g., educational 
technologies). 

Cultural Leadership  Including chronically absent 
students in high interest 
celebrations of the school’s 
traditions and history 

Including chronically 
absent students, as much 
as possible, in a 
schoolwide student 
video production 
celebrating the 
campaign, #InitTogether 

Managerial Leadership Making sure transportation 
is as seamless as possible for 
vulnerable students. 

Taking the time to assist 
families who are in 
transition to ensure 
transportation is set up 
quickly from their 
temporary location at a 
motel two towns over, 
so additional school 
days are not missed. 

Human Resource Leadership  Prioritizing attendance 
specific functions when 
making decisions about 
positions (e.g., attendance 
officer) 

Mentoring and 
providing professional 
development to the 
attendance officer so 
effective, equitable 
strategies are used to 
reach students 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Strategic Leadership Developing the goal to 
improve chronic 
absenteeism 

Prioritizing responding 
to chronically absent 
students and families 
during common 
planning and 
Intervention & Referral 
meetings. 

External Development 

Leadership 

Participating in community 
events to represent the 
school and district in 
positive ways 

Attending all Family 
Fun Nights in costume 
and being intentional 
about engaging with 
families known to 
struggle with chronic 
absenteeism. 

Micropolitical Leadership  Utilizing existing resources 
online learning subscriptions 
for under-credited, 
chronically absent students.  

Making sure as many 
under-credited students 
have access to credit 
recovery during out of 
school tie (OST), 
including but not 
limited to summer 
break.  

 

 More specific to the principal role, Marzano conceptualized the principal as the 

“leading learner” (p. 63, 2008), the role with the capability to influence the way effective 

teaching and leadership is grounded by learning. Effective leadership entails having a 

thoughtful, coordinated plan to implement when difficult to educate students fail to learn 

and advance. DuFour and Marzano (2008) provided a model for effective intervention 

systems that has utility for leaders looking to improve outcomes for disengaged students. 

As attendance and academic performance are intertwined, this can be a useful model for 

improving attendance responses, as well. Synthesizing DeFour and Marzano’s guidance 

(2008) on effective intervention systems for improving academic outcomes for students, 
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below are key points specific to leadership responses to improving attendance for 

chronically absent students: 

Table 2 

Leadership Interventions with Chronically Absent Students that Relate to DuFour & Marzano’s 
Qualities of Effective Intervention Systems (2008) 

 

Qualities of Effective Intervention 
Systems (DuFour & Marzano, 2008) 

Leadership Interventions with Chronically 
Absent Students  

Proactive Approach Rather than Reactive Developing a nuanced response system 
that captures multiple forms of 
absenteeism early on including partial 
absences (e.g., class period absences/cuts, 
tardiness, early outs), full days missed 
(e.g., excused, unexcused, truant), and 
longer-term absences (e.g., students 
visiting or temporarily staying with 
family, high mobility families’ absences).  

Plan of intervention entails a specific and 
ongoing assessment process 

Ensuring all key educators assigned to the 
chronically absent student have a 
specifically designed role in the 
intervention plan and have access to and a 
role in the assessment of the plan. 

Time and Support for Student are 
Variables, Not Constants 

Empowering leaders and educators to 
rethink conventional concepts of units of 
time and “dosages” of support within a 
school context to create an effective 
intervention plan for absenteeism.  

 

Chronic Absenteeism at the High School Level 

 Educational researchers generally associate absenteeism with lower levels of 

student achievement (Aucedo & Romano, 2016; Gershenson et al, 2017; Gottfried, 2009; 

Romero & Chang, 2008). At the high school level, absenteeism high school level is 

particularly problematic.  In a study examining the relationship between student 

attendance and achievement at fourth, sixth, ninth and twelfth grade levels, Roby (2003) 
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found significant, positive relationship at all grade levels, but found the most significant 

relationship existing at the ninth-grade level. As students transition to the high school 

level, and inch closer to graduation, chronic absenteeism rates are on the rise, particularly 

for schools primarily serving low-income students (Gee, 2019; Gottfried, 2019; Balfanz 

& Byrnes, 2012). While research has established over several decades the heavy toll that 

high levels of absenteeism can take on high school graduation (Dougherty & Childs, 

2019; MacIver & Messel, 2013; Neild, Balfanz & Herzog 2007; Neild & Balfanz, 2006, 

Rumberger, 1995), and behavioral outcomes such as levels of social engagement 

(Gottfried & Hutt, 2019; Gottfried, 2014) and substance use (Henry & Thornberry, 2010), 

students who end up graduating high school, too, experience problematic levels of 

absenteeism.  

Additionally, absenteeism incorporates a myriad of different types of absences, 

especially at the high school level (Rosen et al., 2019; Hancock et al., 2018), operating in 

nuanced ways in the lives of students, each with its own set of qualities that demand 

nuanced leadership responses. Some of these absences do not contribute to the chronic 

absentee measure, such as suspensions, expulsions and time spent between school 

enrollments for highly mobile students, but still entail substantial loss of substantial 

instructional time (Lacoe & Steinberg, 2019; Welsh, 2017; South et al., 2007). Although 

more specific and useful as a measure than its earlier counterpart average daily 

attendance, chronic absenteeism still relies on arbitrary cut-offs (Dougherty & Childs, 

2019) that fail to capture the full picture of student absenteeism, particularly at the high 

school level. Correspondingly, there are numerous ways for school leaders to distinguish 

between and classify absences. One way relates to the duration and timing of the absence 
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which includes partial absences (e.g., tardy, class cut, early out) or full day absences, the 

latter of which is used for average daily absence metrics. Another way to classify 

absences involves the concept of the absence warranting a label of excused or unexcused, 

and/or truant related to the reason behind the absence, a classification that has diminished 

in importance with the advent of chronic absenteeism (Balfanz  & Byrnes, 2012). 

Absences warrant different types of accountability measures and intervention contingent 

on the student’s enrollment status at the time of occurrence (e.g., enrolled, unenrolled or 

unverified transfer out). Additionally, there are placements or interventions for students, 

facilitated by school leaders, that do not count as an absence, but amount to missed 

instructional time (e.g., ISS, OSS, homebound, awaiting an out of district placement or a 

disciplinary hearing). Moreover, some school systems have migrant students and students 

who emigrated and are required to visit family that take predictable, seasonal, longer term 

absences. In contrast, highly mobile and homeless families are absent at unpredictable, 

atypical times, often with little warning. In short, absenteeism can take numerous forms, 

many insidiously amounting to untold quantities of lost instructional time and educational 

services, and each calling for unique, highly contextualized responses from school 

leaders. Hence, this study will explore school leaders’ motivated actions related to the 

range of absenteeism types, to capture a richer understanding of the range of leadership 

responses that have been studied thus far.  

In schools serving students who live in poverty, the problem is particularly 

pronounced (Gee, 2019; Gottfried, 2019; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). As is the case at 

South Central High School (SCHS), where percentages of chronic absenteeism and four-

year graduation rate are higher and lower, respectively, than the state and county 
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averages, high school students who end up graduating, as well as those who drop out, 

struggle with chronic absenteeism. While prior research has begun to illuminate the 

critical family and classroom level predictors of chronic absenteeism across grade levels 

(Gershenson, 2016, Liu and Loeb, 2017; Ladd & Sorenson, 2017; Hancock & Zubrick, 

2018; Gottfried, 2014b; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2013), the scope of this review of the 

literature will highlight secondary (grades 9 through 12), student and school-level 

indicators of chronic absenteeism. Within the range of these factors, leadership responses 

to chronic absenteeism will be considered in-depth, followed by an exploration of school 

leader role as it relates to chronic absenteeism. 

Student Level Indicators   

 Student absenteeism has multiple causes at the individual level. While individual 

student indicators are not always “actionable” for school leaders and policymakers 

(Gottfried & Hutt, p. 9, 2019), awareness of these important predictors can help to 

identify the families and students most in need of support from school leadership. From 

the review of the literature, socioeconomic status, race, disability, mobility and health 

factors all constitute important risk factors when it comes to chronic absenteeism, and all 

manifest in ways that show their inter-relatedness in terms of the ways they influence 

absenteeism. To add to the complexity of the situation, while these predictors for who is 

most at risk for absenteeism are well-established, they are inefficient predictors of who, 

ultimately, will stop coming to high school in the form of dropping out (Tyler & 

Hofstrom, 2009). At best, these indicators represent the beginning of an early warning 

system for school leaders, often requiring multiple levels of intervention.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740920320417#b0130
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740920320417#b0195


24  

 
 

Socioeconomic status (SES). As one of the thirty-one poorest districts in the 

state, formerly identified as Abbott districts in need of higher levels of state aid, the 

South-Central district has a majority of students who qualify for the National School 

Lunch program. From the review of the research, the primary student characteristic for 

chronic absenteeism is living in or near poverty. In an analysis of student data from 

California’s CORE districts (Fresno, Garden Grove, Long Beach, Los Angeles, Oakland, 

Sacramento City, San Francisco, and Santa Ana unified districts), Hough (2019) found 

that economically disadvantaged students had the higher rates of absenteeism than their 

higher income counterparts. Likewise, using national data across several states, Balfanz 

& Byrnes (2012) asserted the strong correlation between poverty and absenteeism for 

students, noting that students living in poverty at the high school level were twice as 

likely to experience chronic absenteeism. Further supporting the link between the 

student’s socioeconomic status and absenteeism, in a study of 423 high school students, 

Balkis, Arslan & Duru (2015) found that economically disadvantaged students were more 

likely to be absent from school. Correspondingly, Bauer et al. (2018) found that economic 

opportunity operated as an important projective factor related to student agency and goal 

setting around decisions regarding attendance. The findings in the above studies point to 

the significant role that socioeconomic status plays in student absenteeism. Because the 

South-Central school district has a majority of students who qualify for the National 

School Lunch Program, how school leaders’ role identity processes related to students 

living in poverty (e.g., ontological beliefs, perceptions, definitions) is a focus for this 

study.  
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 Race. As is the case with other educational outcomes, race and ethnicity have a 

significant bearing on absentee rate. African American, Hispanic, Native American, 

Pacific Islander and multiracial students experience chronic absenteeism at higher rates 

than their white counterparts (Gee, 2018), with Native American students experiencing 

particularly high levels of absenteeism (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Gee, 2018). 

Interestingly, though, the racial disparities for some minority groups (e.g., African 

American; Hispanic) increase significantly at the high school level from where the gaps 

were at the elementary school level. With a majority of African American students, and a 

similar majority in the lower SES at SCHS, this student group also needs nuanced 

supports and interventions for chronic absenteeism. Once again, how school leaders 

perceive, set goals for, construct action possibilities for chronically absent, racially 

diverse students is a focus for this study. 

Beyond socioeconomic status and individual race, other groups of students 

experience chronic absenteeism at higher levels than their counterparts. As is the case 

with other academic achievement and opportunity gaps, these groups experience 

disparities that are widespread and consistently seen across states, with no significant 

difference related to grade level, gender or geographic area (e.g., rural, suburban, urban) 

(Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). To put it differently, the following indicators represent well-

founded, critical areas for improvement for school leaders and policy holders, across 

systems, when it comes to equity. 

Academic indicators. In terms of learning indicators, no other indicator is as 

significant to the outcome of chronic absenteeism as that of classification to receive 

Special Education services. Special education students experience markedly higher levels 
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of absenteeism than their non-classified counterparts (U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Civil Rights, 2016; Gee, 2018; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). With a higher 

percentage of students in Special Education at South-Central district than county and 

state averages, this sub-group is in need of additional supports and interventions when it 

comes to improving absentee rates.   

 Intertwined with Special Education status, but also exerting its own mediating 

effect on absenteeism is low academic performance. Additionally, while some researchers 

have focused on how absenteeism has impacted academic achievement (Gottfried & 

Kirksey, 2017; Gottfried, 2010; Chang & Romero, 2008), other researchers have focused 

on low academic performance as an indicator for student absenteeism (Gershenson, 

McBean & Tran, 2019; Balkis, Arslan & Duru, 2015). All things considered, while prior 

absenteeism negatively affects student academic achievement, subsequently, low 

academic achievement and performance impact current absenteeism.  

Cognitive and Behavioral indicators. One important behavioral indicator of 

chronic absenteeism at the high school level is involvement in the juvenile justice system 

for students. Students who have been involved with the justice system also experience 

markedly higher levels of absenteeism (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil 

Rights, 2016). Moreover, Balfanz, Byrnes & Fox (2014) found that students excluded for 

disciplinary reasons experienced significantly lower attendance rates than their non-

suspended counterparts. For high school leaders, these students often represent the most 

difficult to educate students within their purview. This study focuses on how school 

leaders construct their role identities concerning behaviorally challenging, chronically 

absent students.  
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Recent work has also explored the role of trauma-related cognitions and 

behaviors, substance use, mental health-related behaviors, sleep behaviors and criminal 

behaviors among chronically absent and dropout students (Gubbels et al., 2019; Ingul et 

al., 2019; Hagborg et al., 2018; Maynard et al., 2015; Knight, 2015), with mental and 

behavioral health operating as important structural and material constraints that students 

experience regarding absenteeism (Kipp & Clark, 2021). Recent research has identified 

feelings of self-efficacy, problematic emotional self-regulation, negative thinking, and 

negative problem-solving as critical risk factors for school refusal (Ingul et al., 2019; 

Gubbels et al., 2019; Balkis et al., 2016).  

Mobility. While research on student mobility tends to focus on its detrimental 

effects on student achievement and attainment outcomes (Rumberger, 2016; Ross, 2016;  

Schwartz, Stiefel & Cordes, 2017; Welsh, 2017), recent work has investigated the 

connection other outcomes (e.g., school attachment, attendance) have to student mobility 

(South et al., 2007; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Welsh, 2017; Parke & Kanyongo, 2012). 

Importantly, the “mobility mess” (Stover, p. 61, 2000) shares many attributes with 

chronic absenteeism in terms of the subgroups that disproportionally experience these 

phenomena. For example, Welsh (2017) demonstrated that changing schools is most 

widespread among low income and minority students in urban school districts, the same 

subgroups who disproportionately experience chronic absenteeism. With this in mind, 

more work is needed to explore relationship between the two as they have largely been 

investigated through separate bodies of work (Welsh, 2017). While some researchers 

have focused on the mediating role that chronic absenteeism plays between mobility and 

student achievement (Fantuzzo et al., 2012; Parke & Kanyonga, 2012), other researchers 
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have focused on the effect mobility exerts on absenteeism, and have found a correlation 

between the two (Dunn, Kadane & Garrow, 2003; Minnesota University Center for Urban 

and Regional Affairs; Family Housing Fund; Minnesota Center for Applied Research and 

educational Improvement; Minnesota University Department of Educational Psychology; 

Minnesota Public Schools, 1998). Because the research is limited, and lacks a national 

data set (Welsh, 2017), it is clear more work needs to be done on the overlap of these two 

phenomena for vulnerable students. As school leaders operating in highly mobile districts 

like South-Central encounter, most highly mobile, low- income students experience 

chronic absenteeism both between enrollments, as enrollments tend to happen outside of 

prescribed school breaks, and once enrolled for a multitude of complex reasons. The way 

that school leaders’ role identities interact with highly mobile, chronically absent students 

is explored in this study.  

At the high school level, mobility takes a serious toll on students staying engaged 

and attaining a high school diploma. Indeed, prior research has shown that there is an 

increased risk of dropping out of high school among both mobile and non-mobile 

students attending schools with high rates of student mobility (Welsh, 2017; South et al., 

2007). Additionally, there may be lower levels of school attachment and academic 

performance in high mobility schools (South et al., 2007). When looking at student 

outcomes, mobility is associated with a higher rate of high school dropout for students 

(Rumberger & Larson, 1998), and with lower student performance in both English 

Language Arts and Mathematics (Schwartz, Stiefel & Cordes, 2017). On balance, there is 

widespread agreement among researchers who have examined student mobility that more 

research is needed on both the causal effects that mobility has on chronic absenteeism 
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and other educational outcomes, including outcomes for the non-mobile students 

attending schools with chronic mobility (Schwartz, Stiefel & Cordes, 2017; Rumberger, 

2016; Whitesell et al., 2016). Notably, the across district mobility rate topped out at 

35.8% at SCHS during the 2017/2018 school year (J. Flynn, personal communication, 

2018). While the level of student mobility remains largely outside of the influence of 

school leaders, school leaders can respond to the absenteeism that tends to continue after 

the mobile student is enrolled, as well as the subsequent academic struggles that likely 

exert their own influences over a student’s attendance outcomes.  

School Level Indicators   

Although lowering absenteeism may seem like a simple or straightforward 

initiative for policymakers and educational leaders to launch, it can be an elusive vision 

for policyholders and educational leaders to realize. One challenge is that schools and 

districts are not impacted evenly. Chronically absent students are concentrated to the 

schools where the problem is most pronounced (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). In addition to 

the existence of poverty or low SES associated with a school, several other school level 

characteristics have been shown to influence chronic absenteeism. Yet, while a great deal 

of research attention has demonstrated the influential role that individual factors such as 

lower SES, race and academic performance have on student attendance, these findings do 

not necessarily promote or inform what might be actionable items and/or promising 

interventions to improve school-wide and student attendance for policy holders and 

school leaders. With attention to levers that may be most within a school leader’s control, 

Ehrlich and colleagues (2019) designed a taxonomy that features school level responses 

to student health, school culture, and school going logistics. Around these various school-
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level characteristics, recent work has begun to explore the policies, programs, practices, 

and interventions that may lead to lowering rates of chronic absenteeism.  

School climate and environmental characteristics. There is a growing body of 

literature investigating the role that school climate plays in chronic absenteeism (Van Eck 

et al., 2017; Hendron & Kearney, 2016; Havik et al., 2015). Among the school level 

factors that are associated with chronic absenteeism, researchers have begun to look at 

how school climate, a construct that refers to various domains of schooling - school 

connectedness, social relationships, school safety (Sobba, 2019; Lara, et al., 2018; Zullig 

et al., 2010; Loukas, 2007) - matter when it comes to student absenteeism. Additionally, 

there has been recent work linking student perceptions of school quality (Balkis et al., 

2016), school and neighborhood safety, school facility conditions (Berman et al., 2018) 

with student absenteeism. Among the myriad of concepts contained under the construct 

of school climate, bullying, the use of out of school suspensions and family engagement 

will be explored as they relate to chronic absenteeism.  

 Bullying behaviors. Student perceptions of bullying and harassment behavior 

play a critical role in student absenteeism (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). In current work 

exploring the association between bullying and student absenteeism, Grinshteyn & Yang 

(2019) found that electronic bullying was significantly associated with absenteeism, 

increasing the risk to miss multiple benchmarks of absenteeism: one day, two to three 

days and above four days. Similarly, in a longitudinal study examining the effects of 

middle school bullying on high school student’s educational outcomes, bullying related to 

low academic achievement in middle school predicted poor attendance in high school, 

particularly for girls (Weinke Totura, Alexander, Scanga & Brown, 2014), while 
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Menesini and Salmivalli (2017) conceptualized absenteeism as an escape from the 

ravages of bullying behaviors among peers. These studies provide a foundation of 

evidence demonstrating the benefits of addressing bullying as a strategy for improving 

student absenteeism.  

 To counter the effects that bullying has on absentee-related causes such as school 

avoidance and student mental health issues, in 2002, New Jersey became one of the first 

states to enact legislation requiring each school to adopt a Harassment, Intimidation and 

Bullying (HIB) policy. In 2010, the law was updated to strengthen standards for 

preventing, reporting, and investigating incidents of bullying with guidance detailing a 

specific process and an expansion of individual and team roles (State of New Jersey, 

2020). As a result, school leaders became engaged with a new process for responding to 

bullying behaviors that included a policy stipulating increasingly severe consequences for 

each HIB offense, culminating in exclusion from school, starting at three days of OSS on 

the first offense, building with each subsequent offense, and an out of district placement 

on the fifth. After the tenth day of suspension or while awaiting the often-lengthy process 

for an out of district placement, students are entitled to homebound educational services, 

implemented typically at the high school level by certified teachers within the constraints 

of the student’s OST. Also worthy of note is the reciprocal effect among students related 

to the HIB policy at the school level. When one student initiates a HIB investigation, it is 

often followed up with a reciprocal HIB investigation, initiated by the accused student to 

the alleged victim, using instructional time for the students involved in producing 

statements (e.g., alleged victim, accused perpetrator(s), possible witnesses), and 

professional time for the school leader(s) investigating it or reviewing the reports. As can 
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be seen, policies designed to improve student attendance and engagement can unearth 

unforeseen barriers to these very same outcomes, creating a complex puzzle of competing 

policy constraints for school leaders.  

As explicated by the DSMRI, school leaders’ role identity systems interact with 

the contextualized version of the HIB process, the school and family cultural responses to 

this process, and are influenced by their own dispositions and the domain itself. This 

study aims to capture the complex interaction of these components which produce 

motivated action towards chronically absent students on the part of the school leader.  

Exclusionary practices related to discipline. Truancy refers to the unexcused and 

unlawful absences experienced by students with parents unaware. Essentially, it operates 

as one piece of the multicausal chronic absenteeism mosaic. Despite its ubiquity in 

schools from the earliest time (Tyack, 1974; Tropea, 2005), type and geographic location, 

there is no uniform definition of truancy across states (Anderson, Egalite & Mills, 2019). 

Research has generally supported truancy to be an important predictor of an array of 

negative student outcomes, with African American students disproportionately 

experiencing truancy (Mireles-Rios et al., 2020). Additionally, a substantial body of 

research on exclusionary practices documents the significant disparities in the rate of 

suspension between students of color and their white counterparts (Anderson & Ritter, 

2020; Ritter & Anderson, 2018), as well as the deleterious effects of suspension and other 

exclusionary practices have on the graduation outcome (Chu & Ready, 2018; 

Noltenmayer, Ward, & McCoughlin, 2015). In a longitudinal cohort study examining the 

effects of OSS on ninth grade students in Florida, Balfanz, Byrnes & Fox (2014) found 

that, compared to the cohort average, suspended students tended to be poor, black, 
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retained in a prior year of schooling, and classified for Special Education. Additionally, 

these groups were more likely to spend more days suspended than their counterparts on 

average (Balfanz, Byrnes & Fox, 2014).  

Recently, researchers have examined the effect of reducing zero-tolerance 

suspensions, a widely used leadership response to truancy, with less than stellar results. 

Using K-12 school data from every Arkansas public school from 2008 to 2016, Anderson 

et al. (2019) explored the effect of Act 1329 which essentially banned out of OSS for 

truancy due to efficacy and equity concerns. Interestingly, the schools with higher prior 

truancy rates and use of OSS were less likely to comply. In terms of student effects, using 

a difference in differences method of analysis, truant students experienced no change in 

their absenteeism (Anderson et al., 2019). Similarly, Lacoe & Steinberg examined similar 

policy changes discovering that most schools failed to reduce their use of suspension for 

lower level disciplinary infractions, and that economically disadvantaged schools were 

especially at risk to miss the mark on the proposed discipline policy reform efforts. 

Despite equity and efficacy concerns, OSS continues to be a leadership response to 

attendance and other non-severe types of student conduct.  

During the last school year, at SCHS, reduction of the suspension rate became a 

goal for the Superintendent, shaping the context for school leaders’ unique role identities. 

This study explored the way the context, culture, domain and dispositions influence the 

role identity of school leaders as it relates to the application of suspension to chronically 

absent students. 

 Engaging with Family.  Research has suggested a few important areas where 

school leaders can reduce absenteeism related to family engagement. One area involves 



34  

 
 

communication with family regarding student attendance. Rodgers, Duncan, Wolford, 

Ternovski, Subramanyam & Reitano (2017) found that mailing communication home to 

families encouraging better attendance was effective in improving student attendance for 

students at the high school level. Likewise, in an exploratory study where a two way text 

messaging system between school leaders and parents was implemented at an elementary 

school with high levels of chronic absenteeism, Smyth-Leistico & Page (2019), found 

that the ability to send and receive customized messages with parents help school leaders 

support families more with attendance. Lastly, MacIver and Sheldon (2019) have 

reported on the efficacy an initiative where Seattle school leaders receive ongoing 

professional development in the form of a workshop, regular meetings and coaching on 

family engagement interventions such as two-way text messaging, nudge postcards and 

away from conventional, “event based” interventions which tend to appeal to the non-

chronically absent families.  

School type and organizational characteristics. Beyond the well-established 

higher rates of absenteeism experienced the first and last years of school, there are 

additional differences in absenteeism by school type and organizational components. 

There is an increasing body of literature related to the way various elements of school 

organization impact chronic absenteeism and other educational outcomes (e.g., Lenhoff 

& Pogodzinski, 2018). Two of these organizational features that are relevant to the 

student attendance outcomes are the alternative school within a school model and school-

based health centers. 

Alternative schools. Alternative high school programs have long been a part of 

broader attendance improvement and dropout prevention initiatives. One model of the 
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alternative school that has grown in popularity for educational leaders is the school 

within a school model, designed to be a smaller learning community and typically 

situated right in the high school or nearby in the community that it serves. To support the 

prevention of school disengagement and subsequent dropout, these programs target 

student absenteeism and student engagement as key mechanisms (Tyler & Lofstrom, 

2009). Although more research needs to be done, there are a few important organizational 

reforms that seem to be connected to the effectiveness of the alternative school program 

to reduce student disengagement. In a case study of one small alternative high school, 

Wilkins (2008) found that a school climate which encouraged student involvement and 

close teacher-student relationships helped formerly chronically absent students improve 

their attendance. Likewise, in their meta-review of alternative educational models (e.g., 

Check and Connect, Career Academies, Talent Development High School), Tyler and 

Lofstrom (2009) found that there were several school organizational elements that 

successful programs had in common: close mentoring relationship between teachers and 

students, case management of students, family outreach, curricular reforms that 

highlighted career-oriented approach, and support for student’s OST problems and 

challenges. As can be seen from the above findings, alternative program design has the 

potential to positively influence student’s attendance. 

Not surprisingly, alternative schools, typically designed for students who have 

specialized behavioral, academic and attendance needs, experience higher levels of 

chronic absenteeism than their non-alternative counterparts (Hough, 2019). Because 

SCHS has two within school alternative programs, developed to decrease the number of 

out of district placements, this study considers how the context of the alternative 
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programs influence school leaders’ role identity systems when it comes to chronic 

absenteeism.  

School-based health centers. Illness remains the most common reason n that 

parents and students cite for missed days at school (Attendance Works, 2020), which can 

be further specified   as either chronic or acute illness, with the level of how ongoing or 

temporary the treatment as the salient difference (Graves, Weisburd & Salem, 2019). 

With chronic illness playing a more significant role in absenteeism than acute illness 

(Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021; Reaze, 2015), policymakers and 

educational leaders have begun to look at ways to address student health directly at 

school. One alternative is the school-based health centers (SBHC), which can provide 

more extensive primary care to students at school than a school nurse could. In a review 

of the available research on the link between SBHC and attendance, Graves et al. (2019) 

noted the benefits to students with asthma (Murray et al., 2007; Webber et al., 2003; Guo 

et al., 2005), students prone to early dismissal from school (Van Cura, 2010) and students 

at risk for teenage pregnancies, emotional and behavioral issues (Walker et al., 2010; 

Geierstanger et al., 2004; Reback, 2010; Lovenheim et al., 2016). Although these findings 

are mostly suggestive in nature, SBHCs may be pivotal in improving attendance 

outcomes for schools and students in poverty who likely have limited access to quality 

health care.  

Although SCHS does not currently have a school-based health center, the school 

nurse and her assistant, operating out of a very busy health office, play a pivotal role in 

the way school leaders respond to chronically absent students. This study touches on the 
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actions school leaders take in relation to the kinds of absenteeism (e.g., full day absences, 

early outs, class period avoidances) that are believed to be health related.  

Exploring School Leader Roles Concerning Chronic Absenteeism 

There is a scarcity of research on the effects of principal or school leader effects 

on student attendance, as most studies have focused on the effects of teaching on student 

attendance (Gershenson, 2016; Liu & Loeb, 2019), and on the principal indirect effects 

on student achievement (Sebastian & Allensowrth, 2012; Grissom & Loeb, 2011). In his 

study exploring the direct ways that principals address student absenteeism, Bartenan 

(2020) uses a value-added model with both principal quality and school fixed effects to 

isolate other factors from the effect of principal quality on student absenteeism. 

Batertenan (2020) found that principals have larger effects in high poverty and urban 

schools experiencing higher than average levels of chronic absenteeism, and that the 

principals who effectively decrease student absenteeism are not the same principals who 

demonstrate the largest gains in increasing test scores, and perhaps most importantly, the 

high stakes accountability measures, including school leader ratings, fail to capture the 

principal effectiveness with reducing absenteeism.  

Moreover, the way school leaders perceive and respond to chronically absent 

students has not been emphasized in qualitative research. Not analyzed in qualitative 

studies focusing on principal decision-making, exploration of the role identity of 

principals and other educational leaders is meager. Recently, there has been research to 

document leadership practices regarding vulnerable, often under-credited and over-aged 

students, due to chronic absenteeism, behavioral challenges and low academic 

performance, at the high school level, painting a picture of institutional practices that 
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include encouraging and counseling a pathway to high school withdrawal, a lack of 

access to alternative educational options, and shutting out high needs students such as 

immigrant and migrant students upon registration (Mireles-Rios, 2020; Lukes, 2014). 

Although prior studies exploring leadership practices have failed to illuminate the 

perspectives of leaders at the high school level specifically regarding chronically absent 

students, they have usefully documented the broader phenomenon of leadership practices 

regarding disengagement from high school. A case study conducted by Patterson et al. 

(2007) support the importance of exploring various stakeholder perspectives on the 

experience of absenteeism. Using a case study design to explore the discrepancy between 

educator beliefs about at-risk students and families, and their home culture, Patterson and 

colleagues (2007) utilized multiple types of stakeholders for participants, including 

parents, students and a variety of school actors, with a substantial sample size of 68, 

helping to ensure the quality of the information collected. This design allowed for a more 

nuanced portrait of the school-based practices of an array of school personnel, such as the 

attendance officer, not typically included in studies about school disengagement. 

Individual interviews, focus groups, and document review were all used to collect both 

rich and thick data, and attain data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015). 

 Another important dimension of student disengagement that is often unaddressed 

in data collection are the within district alternative school programs that tend to serve 

primarily the chronically absent, low performing high school students. In Hemmer et al.’s 

cross-case study (2013), seven school leaders’ perspectives on accountability pressure 

were collected and analyzed using both qualitative thematic analysis which operates as a 

macro level analysis, and a critical discourse analysis, operating on a micro level 
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analysis. Employing both thematic and discourse analysis, the findings can magnify 

patterns between cultural norms and practices. Highlighting seven cases of school 

leadership across two states affords a broad portrait of the tensions that exist between 

compliance and reform for school leaders. 

Chiefly, qualitative studies that explore first-hand experiences of absenteeism 

tend to conceptualize student non-attendance as an incremental step towards high school 

dropout, rather than as the primary educational outcome of focus (e.g., Bell, 2014; 

MacLeod, 2018; Lessard et al., 2008). Students conceptualize absenteeism to be both a 

strategy to avoid the stressors of high school (Lukes, 2014; Hartnett, 2007; MacLeod, 

2018) and an attribution for taking them off-track with school leadership, teachers, policy 

and the goal of graduating (MacLeod, 2018; Lessard et al., 2008; Hartnett, 2007). With 

the focus largely on the failed aspiration of high school dropout, student perspectives on 

their own absenteeism are ignored or under-emphasized in research.  

 In sum, there is a dearth of qualitative work on leadership responses to chronic 

absenteeism at the high school level. Chronic absenteeism is a complex problem and 

increasingly, a ubiquitous driving force of the current policy environment for school 

leaders. Thus, qualitative studies that explore chronic absenteeism as a critical dimension 

of the broader problem of school disengagement and school dropout can be important 

work to consider, helping to lay the groundwork for the proposed exploratory study 

which endeavors to shed a light on how school leaders’ past and present role identities 

interact and adapt as they encounter and work with chronically absent students, pivoting 

from conventional to reform-centered beliefs and practices. The narrative study is 

situated within the context of a high school in session, with higher-than-average levels of 
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chronic absenteeism and led by a team of school leaders. The school itself is a complex, 

dynamic system; additionally, within this system, there exists the complex, dynamic 

identity systems of each of the school leaders, as well as the complex, dynamic identity 

systems of the educators, parents, and students. The salient contextual roles associated 

with individuals interacting within a context is depicted in Figure 2, as well as the self-

similarity of the individual’s various role identities associated with different roles, as well 

as past and future iterations of the same or similar roles (e.g., past roles of high school 

and college student and novice teacher, current role of principal, and future-imagined role 

of Superintendent). 
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Figure 2.  

The Hierarchical Self-Similarity Structure of the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity 
(Kaplan & Garner, 2017) 

 

The DSMRI highlights the motivated actions of the actor as the objective of the RI (role 

identity) system that serves to affirm to the self and to others the meanings attached to a 

role (Kaplan & Garner, 2017), such as a principal choosing to encourage difficult 

students to opt for virtual instruction or a Superintendent setting a new goal to increase 

substance awareness programming. Figure 2 depicts actors occupying salient roles within 

a shared context.  

The focus of this study is exploring how the role identity system associated with 

the sociocultural role of principal or school leader facilitates motivated actions on the part 
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of the leader regarding chronically absent high school students. Rather than exploring the 

identity of a culture-sharing group (i.e., the team of leaders), the unit of analysis in this 

study us is the unique role identity of the school leader, shaped by the sociocultural 

context. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

 This section provides the definitions for key terms and concepts that will be used 

throughout the study.  

Absence rate: number of days a student missed school out of the total days enrolled. 

Chronic absenteeism:  the percentage of students missing ten percent or more of the 

days that students were in membership at the school, consistent with the ESSA state 

plan’s definition of chronic absenteeism (State of New Jersey Department of Education, 

2019). 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA): Signed into law in 2015, the ESSA requires 

teaching that supports college and career readiness as a goal for students. Key points 

include an emphasis on increasing access to high quality pre-school and critical 

protections for the most disadvantaged and high need students (United States Department 

of Education, 2020). 

Membership: the amount of days a student is enrolled in a school system, beginning on 

the date that the student is expected to start, during the annual reporting period from July 

1 through June 30, as facilitated by the enrollment and registration process regardless if 

the student actually begins school that day (State of New Jersey Department of 

Education, 2020). 
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New Jersey Standards Measurement and Resource for Teaching (NJ SMART): New 

Jersey’s statewide, longitudinal data system, instituted in response to the need for larger 

quantities and types of data generated by the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

and later, ESSA. NJ SMART collects demographic and student achievement information 

on students across the state. Data submitted by districts through NJ Smart generates the 

District Report which includes all of the following: School Profile, Grade Level Profile, 

At-Risk Profile, Special Education Classification, Special Education Placement, Cohort 

Performance Profile, Student Growth Profile, Assessment Performance Profile, High 

School Graduation Cohort Status Profile Report, and High School Feedback Profile (New 

Jersey Smart, 2020).  

No Child Left Behind (NCLB):  Enacted in 2002, the law required districts to identify 

adequate yearly progress of students and where students might need additional support, 

regardless of race, income, geographic area, disability, language, or background. 

Eventually, the law was revised to be less restrictive for schools and educators (United 

States Department of Education, 2020). 

Out of school suspension (OSS): A disciplinary consequence applied to students by 

school and district leaders for student’s severe behaviors that leads to exclusion from the 

regular program. In the state of New Jersey, after the tenth school day of suspension, 

homebound educational services need to be implemented.  

Out of school time (OST): The concept of out of school time for students which can 

include summer, weekends, and the time frames before and after the conventional school 

day. This concept gained new attention after NCLB mandated supplemental services be 

provided to students who scored below proficiency on the state assessment during OST. 
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School quality and student success (SQSS) indicator: As stipulated by the Every 

Student Succeeds Act, states must include at least one measure of SQSS in their 

accountability system. The SQSS indicator must be valid, reliable and measurable for all 

students, each sub-group, state-wide, have the capability to provide meaningful 

differentiation between schools, and included in the state and district report cards. 

Although not specified by the act, ESSA suggests measures and examples. Student 

engagement as assessed by chronic absenteeism is one such suggested measure 

(Education Commission of the States, 2017). 

Severe or excessive absenteeism refers to missing twenty percent or more of the days of 

membership at school. Currently, the excessive absenteeism rate is not collected on the 

school report cards in New Jersey.  

Student Growth Objective (SGO):  In New Jersey, SGOs are long term academic goals 

for groups of students set by teachers or principals in consultation with their supervisors 

(State of New Jersey Department of Education, 2020) 

Research Design of the Study 

 Little is known about how the complex role identity system of school leaders 

shape their responses to students who experience significant challenges in attending 

school. The aim of this study, then, is to investigate school leaders’ complex motivation 

and identity systems and their motivated actions towards their chronically absent 

students. Observation, interviews and document analysis will be considered in the 

analysis.  

 For the purpose of this study, chronic absenteeism shall be defined as the 

percentage of the school’s pupils who are not present for 10 percent or more of the days 
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that the pupils were in membership, or enrolled, at the school, consistent with the 

definition advanced in New Jersey’s ESSA State Plan (State of New Jersey Department 

of Education, 2019). Additionally, school leader refers to any supervisor, director, 

assistant principal, principal or district level administrator, as all the above roles work 

with policy and responses to chronically absent students. The study proposes to address 

the following research questions: How do school leaders’ role identity components (i.e., 

ontological and epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; perceived action 

possibilities; self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with each other to 

inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students?  To what extent 

do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about supporting chronically absent 

students compare and contrast to the lived experiences of adults who were chronically 

absent students in high school?  To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school 

leaders about supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of parents and guardians of adults who were chronically absent students in 

high school?   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodology that I used to 

examine the motivated actions of school leaders towards chronically absent students at 

the high school level and the corresponding meanings of these actions manifested in the 

role identity systems of school leaders. This chapter begins with a statement of purpose 

and a description of the research design. I will describe the context of the study, the 

participants, the data collection methods, and the data analysis procedures, which include 

a discussion of positionality, reflexivity, trustworthiness, and credibility. Finally, I discuss 

the limitations and delimitations associated with this study, my positionality as a 

researcher, and other ethical considerations.  

Overall Approach 

 As noted above the purpose of this study is to explore the contextualized, complex 

role identity systems of school leaders regarding their work with chronically absent 

students through their stories and lived experiences. Narrative research methods center 

around capturing the stories of individuals, lived and shared (Creswell, 2013), and is a 

primary method through which individuals naturally make sense of their own lives by 

sharing who they are and what they know (Kim, 2016). Moreover, narrative inquiry is 

uniquely suited to illuminating the complexity of human processes, experiences and 

systems, such as an individual’s complex, dynamic role identity system(s), that 

positivistic thinking may not be able to fully capture.  

This narrative study was situated within psychosocial, sociocultural, and socio-

cognitive perspectives on identity, and a complex systems perspective on role identity 
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change. Through the context of a small, urban high school, my research captures the 

experiences of school leader actions towards chronic absenteeism. Moreover, a 

conceptualization on role identity change (DSMRI) within sociocultural contexts 

adequately situates research about how school leaders reflect a dynamic system of 

motivation and identity (e.g., personal dispositions, culture, social context and domain) to 

formulate action. Action, thus, is not inherent in the way policy informs the participants, 

but rather, it emerges as school leaders apply their beliefs, goals, self-perceptions, and 

perceived action possibilities to the role identity of school leadership (Kaplan et al., 

2019).  

Study Setting 

 The study was conducted at a small, urban high school in central the Tri-State 

area, about twenty miles outside of Philadelphia. South-Central High School (SCHS; 

school name is pseudonym). Forty nine percent of its students are African American, 33% 

of its students are white, and 14% of students are Latina/o. A similar majority, fifty three 

percent of students, qualify for the National School Lunch Program. South-Central 

District (pseudonym), as a whole, services only 866 total students, with declining 

enrollment in recent years. SCHS is the sole high school in district with 439 students 

enrolled, as of 2019. In terms of school quality and student success metrics, the school’s 

chronic absenteeism percentage is consistently close to 17%, significantly higher than the 

state average of 12%. Also worthy of note is the district’s high mobility rate -- just over 

27%. In 2019, the per pupil spending was $19,806, higher than other districts within the 

county. Consistent with many urban high schools with similar demographics, SCHS 

reports some of the lowest standardized test scores in the county. In short, SCHS is a 
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representative (Merriam, 2009) high poverty, low performing high school with a high 

number of chronically absent students. Although determining what is typical can be 

difficult, research suggests that chronic absenteeism is concentrated in (a) schools with 

poverty (Gee, 2019; Bauer, Liu, Schanzenbach & Shambaugh, 2018; Balfanz & Byrnes, 

2012), (b) schools with factors reflecting a negative school climate (Gee, 2019), and (c) 

schools that incorporate key transitions, especially the senior year of high school prior to 

graduation (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). As has been noted, SCHS fits the profile of a 

typical school with high rates of chronic absenteeism.   

As Creswell (2013) suggested, deciding on the boundaries of what is being 

studied, and what the constraints will be in terms of time, events and processes, is pivotal 

in planning a qualitative study, and specifically, what information can be collected. Even 

though the stories of school leaders who work with their chronically absent students will 

be explored through the complex identity processes of one district’s leadership team, 

many of the practices and responses associated with student absenteeism are universal 

and widespread across schools and districts. In this study, leaders’ dynamic role identity 

systems are highly contextualized, and can generate insight about how role identity may 

inform educational leaders’ motivated actions and practices across contexts.   

Participant Selection through Purposeful Sampling 

  In order to generate sufficient data, I sought participants occupying different 

stakeholder roles, but who are or were all a part of the SCSD. Purposeful sampling, 

primarily drawing from a criterion sampling strategy, works well with narrative studies, 

as all individuals studied have experienced the phenomenon of high school chronic 

absenteeism in an array of ways, and will help with quality control (Creswell, 2013). 
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School and district leaders whose work involves chronically absent high school students, 

former students of SCHS who experienced chronic absenteeism, and parents of former 

students who experienced chronic absenteeism constituted the sample. The educational 

leaders all operate in administrator roles at the South-Central School District, spanning an 

array of leadership areas including curriculum, instruction, athletics, student conduct, and 

operations. Likewise, all wear multiple hats within the district and all work either directly 

or indirectly with chronic absenteeism at the high school level, in a variety of ways and to 

different degrees. 

Correspondingly, the parent and former student stakeholder perspectives, often 

overlooked in qualitative educational research, provided a more complete understanding 

of how the lived experiences of chronically absent students and their parents contrast 

with the beliefs and perceptions held by educational leaders about their own actions 

towards these same students. These perspectives also provided a degree of verification for 

some of the insight gathered in the interviews, observations, and artifacts associated with 

the leaders. Lastly, even though this study did not establish race, gender, age or 

educational background as inclusion criteria, I have provided the data for each participant 

in Table 3 for context.  
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Table 3 

Demographic Information of Participants 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Gender Race Age Highest 
Degree 

Attained 

Participant 
Roles & 

Target Role 
Identity 

Elizabeth Female White ≈60 Terminal Leader 
Former 
Central 

Office Leader 
Gerald Male White ≈50 Terminal Leader   

Top central 
office leader 

Eric Male Latino ≈40 Master’s Leader 
HS  

Chris Male White ≈40 Master’s Leader   
HS 

Supervisor  
Rob Male White ≈40 Master’s Leader  

Central 
office, 

Supervisor  
Wayne Male White ≈50 Master’s Leader 

MS Leader 
Joe Male White ≈30 Master’s Leader 

HS Director 
Farrah Female Black ≈40 Master’s Leader 

Elem Leader 
Paul Male White ≈50 Master’s Leader 

HS Leader 
Aida Female Black ≈40 College Parent 

Child 
Protective 

Svcs. Worker 
Patrice Female Black ≈50 High School Parent 

School 
Secretary 

JoJo Female Black ≈40 High School Parent 
Housecleaner 

Jess Female White ≈20 High School Student 
Waitress 

Doll Female Black ≈20 High School  Student 
Unemployed 

Vertical Male Black ≈20 High School  Student 
Gas station 
attendant 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Asia Female Black ≈20 High School  Student 
College 
student 

Ella Female Black ≈20 High School  Student 
College 
student 

 

Participant Recruitment and Challenges 

I invited the educational leaders, parents and former students to participate in this 

study through email correspondence (see Appendix A for the sample recruitment email). 

Although I have professional relationships with all the participants which differ in degree 

of familiarity, and primacy, I used a formal, specifically worded email commensurate 

with Participant Roles (e.g., leader, parent, former student) that took into account level of 

contextual factors and was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) in July 

2020. About half of the participants agreed to participate after the first email, and a date 

and time for a meeting to discuss and obtain the informed consent and answer any 

questions was set, followed by the interview or focus group. In a few cases, I followed up 

with a second email, that contained the initial recruitment script approved through the 

IRB in hopes of recruiting a few more participants.  

 As I was undertaking recruitment, schools and many public spaces were still 

closed or limited to the public significantly due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, 

educational leaders were experiencing heightened levels of turbulence trying to advance 

school reopening plans and adapting to changing guidance from multiple levels of 

government and the various stakeholder groups associated with their own school 
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communities. As such, with time and facility constraints, recruitment of all three types of 

participants were challenged by the changes brought by the pandemic.   

Measure to Ensure Safety of Participants 

 Prior to data collection, in July 2020, I obtained approval from the university’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). At the beginning of the data collection process, 

participants signed an informed consent that detailed the study including the purpose of 

the study, the uses of the data, and confidentiality concerns. A copy of the IRB approved 

consent forms is attached as Appendix B. I provided the option for participants to choose 

a pseudonym, or I selected one for them, and stored all files using password protection to 

protect participants’ identity.  

Participant Profiles 

 Because the information shared by participants were, at times, professionally or 

personally sensitive, and most of the participants are still a part of the SCSD community, 

I am intentionally general in my descriptions of the participant’s roles.   

 Aida. Aida is the mother and stepmother of two recent SCHS graduates who 

experienced chronic absenteeism, with one student experiencing excessive levels of 

truancy or unexcused absences. 

 Elizabeth. Very recently, retired, Elizabeth was a top central office leader for 

SCSD for the last decade, and operated at the time when chronic absenteeism became an 

indicator for school systems in state.  
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 Eric. Eric is a leader of SCHS and also supervises a department at the high 

school. 

 Gerald. Gerald is a newly appointed leader at the central office level. Prior to this 

school year, he operated in a central office, Director position that included student 

support, curriculum, instruction and state and federal programming.  

 Chris. Chris is a newly appointed supervisor at the high school whose work 

relates to curriculum and instruction. During prior school years, he had been a school 

principal for another district. 

 Rob. Rob operates in a central office position relating to Special Education and 

has been operating in this position for five years. As the study was wrapping up, Rob had 

announced he was choosing to go back to a rank and file certificated position in the 

district. 

 Wayne. For several years, Wayne is a leader of the sole middle school in district 

that sends students to SCHS. Prior to this role, he was a vice principal of a high school in 

another district. 

 Joe. Joe is a director for SCHS. Once COVID forced schools to shut and utilize a 

remote learning model – the duration of the study – Joe operated in a leadership role 

related to contact tracing as athletic programming was largely cancelled. He hails from 

the community.  

 Farrah. Farrah served as SCHS’s leader for many years before she was hired as 

an elementary school leader within the district. She is currently the only female, top 

building-based leader in the district. Prior to her leadership roles, she was a Special 
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Education teacher within the district and lives in the community with her own family. 

Notably, she is one of the only leaders to live within the community. 

 Paul. Paul has been a leader of SCHS for close to a decade. Prior to this role, he 

was a coach and teacher for SCHS.  In sum, he has been with the district about fifteen 

years. 

 Patrice. Patrice is the mother to four students who have come through SCHS. 

Only her youngest child was a student recently enough to meet the inclusion criteria for 

Patrice to be a participant in a study about chronic absenteeism. 

 JoJo. JoJo is the mother of two recently graduated students, Doll and Vertical, 

who both experienced chronic absenteeism at SCHS.  

 Jess. Jess is graduate of SCHS, graduating in 2015, and experienced chronic 

absenteeism. 

 Doll. Doll attended SCHS for four years but graduated in a fifth year from an out 

of district high school, graduating in 2018. She experienced chronic absenteeism at 

SCHS. 

 Vertical. Vertical was a graduate of SCHS, graduating in 2018. He experienced 

chronic absenteeism at SCHS. 

 Asia.  Asia was a graduate of SCHS, graduating in 2016. She experienced chronic 

absenteeism at SCHS. 

 Ella was a graduate of SCHS, graduating in 2019. Prior to her graduation, she 

experienced chronic absenteeism at SCHS. 
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Implicit to this work is an awareness that there are limitations to the data, and the 

data is never complete, and I cannot capture every story. Aiming to explore the stories of 

as many participants of each type as time would allow until encountering thematic 

redundancy (Beitlin, 2012). Moreover, to capture as much as I could out of the existing 

participants, this study utilized multiple data collection methods: observations, artifact 

and document analysis, interviews and focus groups.  

Life History and Context 

 Utilizing Seidman’s life history interview protocol (2013) to generate data on 

school leaders’ motivated action and its meaning to the actor when it comes to 

chronically absent students. Seidman (2013) details the three interviews, each with its 

own emphasis, to be conducted which consisted of the participant’s perceptions and 

experiences of the past, and the emotions tied to these experiences. The second focuses 

on the participant’s current behaviors within the role. Lastly, the third part prompts 

participants to reflect on the meaning the participant makes of the prior two discussions. 

Follow questions were used in each part, some of which were anticipated in advance of 

the interview and thus, reflected on the interview protocols, and some of which were 

developed in the flow of the participant’s shared perceptions, experiences and stories 

(Seidman, 2013), formulated in real time and in response to the interviewee’s responses 

(Kim, 2016). The interview protocols are presented in Appendix C. 
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Data Collection  

Interviews 

Patton (2015) argues that interviewing uniquely originates from assumptions that 

a participant’s perspective is, at once, “meaningful,” “knowable” and “explicable” (p. 

426, 2015). To this end, I conducted narrative interviews, focused on the capturing the 

stories and the lived experience of educational leaders working with chronically absent 

students (Patton, 2015) were conducted. As Polkinghorne (1989) recommends, I wanted 

to interview at least five high school and district leaders whose work related to 

chronically absent students. Because the study explored how role identity processes shape 

motivated actions concerning chronically absent students, I used Seidman’s Life Story 

Interview protocol (2019) as a basis for data collection, with the addition of markers or 

“anchors” that help to ground the narratives in the identity and motivation processes, 

decisions and actions (Kaplan, personal communication, 2020). Using an in-depth, semi-

structured method, participants experienced three distinct phases of interviewing, 

approximately twenty to thirty minutes apiece, to document the development of the 

participant’s leadership identity over time. To reduce the likelihood of measurement error 

of possible idiosyncrasies in the interviewing, I adhered to the three-interview structure 

as much as possible with the following three phases: (a) focused life history, (b) the 

details of experience, and (c) reflection on meaning with each interview taking place, 

optimally, on different days (Seidman, 2013). Additionally, I also conducted a smaller 

round of interviews with parents and guardians of former absentee students to capture 

additional perspectives on the motivated actions of school leaders. As Seidman (2019) 

notes, the three- part interview structure may need to be adapted to the scheduling needs 
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of the participant, as was the case with many of these participants. With attention to how 

critical time is to interviewees being able to “reconstruct and reflect upon their 

experience within the context in their lives” (Seidman, p. 21, 2019), or as is in the case of 

this specific study, reflecting on the meaning of their motivated actions to the 

participant’s role identity system, interviews were scheduled in both face to face and 

remote formats, and at different points in time or all at once. All interviewees completed 

all parts of the interview.  

Finally, the interviews with parent and guardians of former students who 

experienced chronic absenteeism at the high school, as well as the focus groups of former 

students who experienced chronic absenteeism at SCHS provided an opportunity to 

triangulate the data sources, improve validity, and gain a more complete understanding of 

the phenomenon of chronic absenteeism (Patton, 2015). The interview protocols can be 

found in Appendix D and Appendix E. 

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were used to capture the perspectives of former students who 

experienced chronic absenteeism while they were in high school. All the former student 

participants graduated high school eventually. There is an “informal socialization” that 

naturally occurs within focus groups where participants try to make sense of each other’s 

experiences (Morgan & Spanish, p. 255, 1984). This method is suited for former absentee 

students who have recently ended their high school careers – either through withdrawal 

or graduation, asking them to reflect on their experiences of chronic absenteeism and 

their understanding of the school leaders who operated in their worlds at the time. As a 

qualitative method, the focus group allowed me, at once, to naturally observe some 
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participant interaction and access the participant knowledge. By the same token, neither 

aim is fulfilled as effectively or completely as ethnographic observation or in-depth 

interviewing (Morgan & Spanish, 1984). However, employing the focus group method 

for former absentee students provided an important opportunity to triangulate the data 

coming from school leader participants and documents in an expedient, efficient way. 

The focus group lasted about an hour and a half. The focus group protocol can be found 

in Appendix F.  

 Finally, all focus groups and interviews were recorded and transcribed. After each 

interview or focus group, writing an in-process memo created a mandatory pause from 

generating more data, and instead, focusing on analytic leads and ongoing thought as to 

which questions need to be asked and followed up on (Emerson et al., 2011).  

Observations 

Although interviewing is the primary data collection method associated with 

narrative inquiry, observations can be a useful approach for generating additional data 

about the stories of participants (Kim, 2016; Creswell, 2013). Although time consuming, 

by engaging in observations of participants in a natural setting, I was able to live the 

inquiry and help to delimit the experiences (Kim, 2016) of the school leaders, students 

and parents through the dimension of narrative inquiry known as the place (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2006). In this case, the place is the school (SCHS) where the experiences of 

the participants took place.  

Moreover, due to the ubiquity of the topic of attendance is in an urban high 

school, it was not difficult to locate and observe meetings or informal discussions where 
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student absenteeism is discussed. I observed each school leader in their work at least once 

prior to interviews (Patton, 2015), generating data that was clarified and reflected on in 

the interviews. Using the non-participant as observer form of observation, where the 

observer role is more salient than the participant role, my goal was to achieve a deep 

level of immersion (Emerson et al., 2011), I avoided participation in the meetings, and 

instead observed, largely from a real time perspective, and utilized a retrospective 

reinterpretation process through analytic memo writing immediately following each 

observation (Emerson et al., 2011). I observed a variety of different types of meetings, 

from district wide professional learning community (PLC) meetings, community forums, 

faculty meetings, as well as informal meetings and discussions.  

Document and Artifacts 

I carefully studied all updated federal, state, district and school guidelines on 

chronic absenteeism, much of it available on public record and accessed by an online 

search, in addition to the artifacts that I had access to such as district and school 

memorandums, displays, posters, assignments, student work and student art that related 

to chronic absenteeism at the high school level. I reviewed the school’s bulletin boards 

near the school’s offices, which are intended to provide family and community members 

information about the school and community. Additionally, I studied displays at school 

and district events such as Family Fun Nights and school-wide celebrations of student 

achievement. These documents and artifacts helped me more informed about the policy 

environment surrounding chronic absenteeism, and the way various stakeholder groups 

regard chronic absenteeism. After observations, focus group and interviews were 

collected and coded thoroughly, I used the data from these to locate and further examine 
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the documents and artifacts explicating relevant policy and practices. Chiefly, this part of 

the data analysis process served to identify and situate the processes and actions that the 

participants mentioned, and further served to corroborate the information from other 

sources (Yin, 2009). As Merriam notes, documents of all types can help the researcher to 

“uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research 

problem” (2009, p. 163). For this study, document collection and then analysis. In short, I 

endeavored to examine any object in the school that may be revealing about chronic 

absenteeism at the high school level.  

Lastly, like the coding for the participant observations and interviews, I used 

themes for analyzing the documents (Bowen, 2009). For policy documents, I established 

whether the guidance was federal, state, district or school based in origin, and looked for 

connections to the school leader, parent and student RI systems. The artifact and 

document sources of data were included in the inductive thematic analysis, as 

recommended by Kaplan & Garner (n.d.). and detailed below. 

Data Analysis 

 As Creswell (2013) suggested, data analysis for a narrative study involves 

analyzing data for important statements, units of meaning, textual and structural 

description, and capturing the essence of the phenomenon. To accomplish this, I will 

utilize two different approaches to coding, open and thematic. Through these approaches, 

I employed both inductive and deductive processes.  
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Open coding 

In terms of open coding, I used multiple rounds of coding, going broader 

conceptually with each cycle or step of coding. The first cycle involved an open reading, 

an approach Saldana (2013) identified as pragmatic eclecticism, and then re-reading of 

the data multiple times, identifying significant phrases that pertain to the lived experience 

of chronic absenteeism, followed by the beginning of the creation of tentative labels for 

chunks of data based on the emergent meaning, not existing theory. The second cycle, 

axial coding, involved identifying relationships and connections among the open codes, 

looking for themes across an array of participants’ transcripts. The study employed 

narrative analysis which will include description of personal experiences, identification 

of personal statements, grouping statements into meaning units or themes, and providing 

textural, structural and composite descriptions.  

Thematic coding 

Because the aim of the study is to understand the dynamic role identity system 

embedded in the participant’s narrative, I also employed thematic coding. Through this 

method, a deductive analysis focused on the role identities of school leaders was 

understood through identifying meaning units such as an activity, domain or a specific 

time frame and coding this according to the theoretical processes of the DSMRI, as 

detailed in Kaplan and Garner’s DSMRI Codebook and Analysis guide (Kaplan & 

Garner, n.d.)., and is included in APPENDIX D. Moreover, a second round of inductive 

thematic analysis of the narrative, as well as other sources of information (i.e., 

documents, artifacts), were conducted to uncover the ways that role identity is 
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constructed for the participant operating and emerging within the social context, personal 

dispositions, domain and culture that surround the individual (Kaplan & Garner, n.d.).  

For each transcript, data analysis began with close reading and documentation of 

statements that illuminated role identities and components of the DSMRI, aided by using 

the DSMRI codebook (Kaplan & Garner, n.d.). Six concise examples of how such 

statements were coded are contained in Table 4.  

Table 4 

DSMRI codebook excerpts 

DSMRI process or 
component 

Operational definition 
(Kaplan & Garner, 2019) 

Educational leader role 
examples 

Self-perceptions Statements about the self, 
including personal 
characteristics, attributes, 
preferences, attitudes, or 
emotions related to the 
self, and how these relate 
to the role.  

“All my experiences led me 
to be a certain way, and by 
me, being the certain way, 
I’ve found great success in 
communicating with parents 
and communicating with 
teachers, you know. I feel lie 
I’m the type of leader that 
people can understand and 
you know, I’m never really 
angry, really.” 
 

Ontological and 
Epistemological Beliefs 

Statements about the 
nature of the world and the 
knowledge that the 
educational leader 
understands to be true, 
including the nature of the 
domain in which the leader 
operates, and beliefs about 
the certainty, complexity 
and source of knowledge 
and learning. 

“If there aren't parents at 
home, making that same 
statement to their kids, ‘Hey, 
it's important to go to school, 
it's important to learn, it's 
important to be on time.’ If 
parents aren't setting those as 
expectations, you know, kids 
aren't going to do that on 
their own. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Purpose and Goals Statements about the 
leader’s purpose and goals 
for leadership. 

“I’d like to think that part of 
being an educational leader, 
too, is not just about the kids 
in the community, it’s about 
the staff…Just you know, 
trying to do things to make 
the work environment better. 
Whether that’s operationally, 
procedurally, and the system. 
 

Perceived Action 
Possibilities  

Statements about 
possibilities for activities 
related to the role, such as 
disciplining students, and 
the contextual facilitators 
and inhibitors of such 
actions 

So if I had an idea or a 
strategy and it fell flat 
which, let's face it, we all 
have that, you know, I 
knew that I could you 
know lean on one of them, 
or, you know, together we 
can brainstorm and say 
okay it's not a bad idea but 
we're going to have to 
implement it a little bit 
differently. You know, so 
again, frustrated but knew 
that I could fall back on the 
team that say, listen, we 
work together, we, we can 
make this work. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Structural change within 
actor across time or 
contexts 

Changes in the degree of 
harmony within the content 
of components, the degree 
of alignment between 
components, or the degree 
of integration between the 
school leader role identity 
and past role identities like 
teacher or future role 
identities.  

I think about those kids 
who are chronically absent, 
I get very involved like I 
do, I'm busy. I'm in, I'm 
making the phone calls or 
sending out letters where 
parents are reaching me on 
my phone like through 
remind. I'm on Facebook I 
find parents on Facebook. 
Yes. See, officers send out 
the officer that we have, 
you know, we really try 
really try to reach those 
students so find them 
because the issue, and then 
what can we do to provide, 
I mean, I purchase 
groceries, clothing, you 
know, This is what you 
need. Let's do it. At one 
point I picked the mom up 
in the child and I took them 
to the doctor's office and I 
sat with them for the 
appointment. Well, you 
know, I asked questions 
and, you know, I'm like, 
“Am I allowed to ask these 
questions now?”  

Content change within 
actor 

Change in degree of 
complexity or amount or 
kind of component in the 
role. 

Politics, things you can’t 
control is more than you 
thought. So much more.  
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Data Presentation 

 I chose illustrative vignettes from the participants’ narratives and observations to 

be shared in an unadulterated manner so the nuance could be captured as truthfully as 

possible. The illustrative vignettes were presented as part of a constructed narrative, 

generated from developing and analyzing codes, which led to categories, and finally, 

themes. The illustrative analysis from these short excerpts from a DSMRI perspective 

provides a snapshot into the way these school leaders, parents, and students construct and 

align their beliefs, goals, action possibilities and self-definitions regarding student 

attendance and absenteeism. The presentation of these interviews, focus groups, and 

observations relied heavily on direct quotes (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), and some 

visual representations of the artifacts and documents that the participants referenced that 

helped them tell their stories, within the constraints of confidentiality. When this was not 

possible, I used the participant’s description of the artifact. Because the participants may 

not have used a chronological view of their lived experiences, similarly, I did not rely on 

a strictly chronological approach to represent their narratives; rather, I looked for 

thematic relevance presented each illustrative vignette in a thematic representation. 

Lastly, the participants are presented in alphabetical order by type (e.g., school leader, 

student, parent) under the relevant research question.  

Reliability and Validity 

For the qualitative researcher, there are multiple perspectives on the notions of 

reliability and validity in qualitative inquiry. While the typologies and terms may vary 

across authors, there is widespread agreement among qualitative researchers that methods 

such as triangulation, member checking, thick description, peer reviews, and audit trails 
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help to strengthen the validity of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell & Miller, 

2000; Creswell, 2013). Moreover, Creswell (2013) argues that the alternative concepts of 

credibility, authenticity, transferability, dependability and confirmability, as suggested by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), rather, are the equivalent tools to achieve validity and 

reliability in a naturalistic study such as this one. This study, then, followed this guidance 

using well-established qualitative methods so that the study is as rigorous and trustworthy 

in design as possible. 

Researcher Reflexivity 

To support the authenticity and validity of this study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

Creswell & Miller, 2000), I employed the tool of reflexivity by understanding and 

disclosing the beliefs, values and biases that I hold as I enter this study. When studying 

identity processes, reflexivity can lead to deeper insight into the results while aiding the 

reader of the research to understand the perspectives that led to the findings (Patnaik, 

2013). While there are numerous notions of reflexivity advanced by authors in qualitative 

research, there is a general consensus that reflexivity involves the acknowledgement that 

the researcher plays a participant role in constructing the knowledge of a phenomenon, 

rather than remaining an outside observer. To try to understand myself and how I am 

situated in this research process, I considered the following key points concerning 

reflexivity (Patnaik, 2003). 

Personal History and Value Systems 

As a student who has primarily enjoyed school, I brought assumptions about the 

utility value of school, my own feelings of self-efficacy for learning, and beliefs of trust 
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in the teachers and leaders of school systems. Having experienced no significant barriers 

to engaging with and attending school, I was keenly aware that my experience is not 

shared by students across the board, and specifically, my student and parent participants, 

with students of underrepresented groups most at risk for disengagement and 

absenteeism. This influenced my choice of topic, as the processes that lead to motivated 

actions are complex, dynamic, and unique to individuals. 

Positionality, Gender, Cultural and Professional Backgrounds  

Growing up in a low-income area near Newark, New Jersey, I was always aware 

of students who may have had more economic challenges than my working-class family 

did. As a female, I learned to deduce from an early age, the othering that seems to exist 

for people in various contexts. Additionally, as an English teacher, prior to becoming a 

school counselor, I learned to recognize that typical classroom and school experiences do 

not tend to support the identity of students across the board. These experiences influence 

my positioning to this topic as I, perhaps, am sensitive and attuned to seeing the 

experience of absenteeism from multiple perspectives. I believe my background 

supported my aspiration and ability to elicit meaningful narratives from the participants, 

although it is far too simplistic to claim that I draw out the most from every participant 

equally.  

Many of the school leaders that I interviewed are also my Supervisors, with a few 

directly overseeing my regular work and all in a potential position to evaluate and 

observe my performance. Additionally, in terms of the parent and student participants, I 

have been occasionally called upon to provide counseling services to the younger 
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siblings, cousins, nieces, nephews, sons or daughters of the prior student participants or 

the parent and guardian participants. 

Affordances and Constraints for Data Collection 

As a qualitative researcher, I am human instrument of data collection, operating in 

an important, mediating role to the data being collected (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Thus, 

as a school counselor operating at SCHS for eighteen years, I am all too familiar with 

how chronic absenteeism manifests in this context. My work has consisted of helping 

disengaged students graduate high school within the boundaries of local and state policies 

and buttressed by guidance from school leaders. This prior role was both an affordance 

and a constraint to the data collection. On one hand, because of my prior experience, I 

was able to add meaning to the study, as I am very familiar with the context. On the other 

hand, it was also a liability. Participants who know me in the role of a guidance counselor 

may share what they think I want to hear. Because I have spent substantial time 

discussing and collaborating with school leaders on chronically absent and disengaged 

students, I was looking to go beyond the meaning I have already made as a practitioner.  

Thus, because this study used a narrative approach, I endeavored to acknowledge 

and bracket, or suspend, prior experience and knowledge to understand chronic 

absenteeism in a deeper way, with fresh eyes, and in hopes of being more open to the 

stories illuminating the meaning made by the actors about their motivated actions and 

behaviors.  Because I have worked for eighteen years in this school system and have 

insider knowledge, it was important to engage in bracketing the array of past experiences 

so I could be more faithful to the current research.  
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When considering how issues of power in the relationship with the interviewees 

may have influenced their ability to mutually co-construct meaning, I took guidance from 

Jacobsson and Akerstrom’s (2013) discussion of interviews that on their surfaces appear 

to be deviant or potentially motivated by an alternate agenda on the part of the 

interviewee. In fact, the deviant interview creates an opportunity to trigger more analysis 

and may suggest new research areas, perhaps pointing to deeper cultural concerns 

experienced by the participant who resists or diverts (Jacobbson & Akerstrom, 2013). 

Accordingly, I was continually mindful of the complex relationship to each of the 

participants and adhered to professional standards. I detail additional strategies to address 

these issues in the next section. 

Triangulation and Prolonged Observations in the Field 

This study employed the technique of triangulation of the data through prolonged 

engagement in the field, multiple data sources and analysis methods (Creswell, 2013). 

Data was collected through interviews of school leaders, field observations, and 

document and artifact analysis. This data was further evaluated through the interviews of 

parents and guardians of past students who experienced chronic absenteeism at the high 

school level, as well as focus groups with recent former high school students who 

experienced chronic absenteeism in this same context.  

 An additional opportunity to triangulate the data came through the use of different 

analytical methods: open coding and thematic coding, with deductive and inductive 

approaches to the analysis embedded in both methods. Using multiple analysis methods 

helped to ensure the credibility of the data.  
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Member Checking   

Furthermore, the credibility and validity of the study was further supported 

through the process of member checking, where participants checked both the data and 

the interpretations of the narrative (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I 

facilitated the member checking process with all three sets of participants: school leaders, 

parents and guardians, and former students. 

Thick Description   

The study contains thick and rich description of what is being studied to ensure 

that the findings are transferable between participants and researcher (Creswell, 2013) 

and contribute to the credibility of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The setting, 

participants and themes related to the dynamic identity systems and motivated actions are 

described in rich detail so that readers can come as close as possible to experiencing what 

is being explored in the study.  

Audit Trail   

While conventional concepts of reliability tend not to align with this type of 

research, dependability that findings are subject to change is the equivalent. Through 

audit trails that copiously trace the research process, I documented pivotal research 

decisions and events (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Miller, 2000). I 

established a clear audit trail through maintaining a log and regular memo writing after 

fieldwork and interviewing (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Brandt, personal communication, 

2018). Additionally, a senior scholar provided consultation as I experienced critical 

analytical processes such as understanding the convergence of my own role identities as 
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seasoned counselor and novice researcher and the application of the DSMRI theoretical 

model.   

Ethical Considerations 

 As a qualitative researcher endeavoring to study the motivated actions of school 

leaders as it relates to chronically absent high school students, I was tasked with an array 

of ethical considerations that emerged during data collection, analysis and in the 

dissemination of qualitative products. It was critical that I considered how the words of 

the participants - many of which are my current superiors and former students and their 

parents – were used. It is also important that I back into a passive voice and decouple my 

responsibility from my interpretation (Brooks, personal communication 2016). Hence, to 

help address the range of ethical issues that may surface, I used Patton’s ethical checklist 

(2015) to plan for the following:   

Explaining Purpose 

 Using accessible and concise language, I explained the purpose of the work and 

how it may be beneficial to people. As Patton (2015) asserts, it is critical that the 

language used will make sense to the participants in the study, both educational leaders 

(e.g., principals, assistant principals, central office directors) and the families and former 

students of SCHS, some of which have not attained their high school diplomas. In 

addition to choosing language carefully, I decided which details to share, and which to 

omit. These decisions were guided by my commitment to accuracy in communication and 

what served the “greater good” (Patton, p. 496, 2015). In short, while a common ethical 
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issue, explaining purpose represented a key starting point for thinking about research 

design. 

Reciprocity 

Each participant invested meaningful time and effort in the project, and I honored 

this in a meaningful way. For the school leader participants, in the spirit of reciprocity, I 

offered to teach or train students and parents, on a topic related to College Admissions 

and Financial Aid, which I am qualified to turnkey, during an evening meeting. Due to 

the corona virus pandemic causing limited facility usage, the district leadership did not 

provide these types of face to face programming during the school year. Lastly, I 

provided a small gift card of no more than $20 to a local market, Wawa, an appropriate 

amount and quality to the school leader, parent and former student participants.  

Promises 

I avoided making promises without thought and consideration, heeding the 

guidance that ethnographer Annette Lareau (2011) offered. Instead, I offered a brochure 

of important findings and implications to any participant who wanted to see a finished 

product and the benefits to the field associated with the research.  

Risk Assessment and Data Collection Boundaries 

 Because this study involved in depth interviewing of marginalized and fringe 

groups (e.g., chronically absent former students and parents), it was important to navigate 

carefully, as these participants may have feared the information may be misused (Patton, 

2015). In these interviews or focus groups, participants, at times, asked for advice, 

seemed to seek approval or express beyond what may have originally intended (Patton, 
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2015). Accordingly, in one focus group, I provided a list of referrals, for participants that 

sought further direction regarding programs and support. I will take care to avoid 

particular areas of inquiry and therapeutic topics in the interviewing process and be 

vigilant for any disclosures that require reporting (e.g., child abuse). This required 

forethought to think through how participants could potentially be put at risk, and 

consultation with a senior researcher and counselor educator. The interview, semi-

structured in nature, involved asking questions multiple ways. Participants were not 

forced to answer any questions they express, either directly or indirectly, aversion for.  

Informed Consent and Confidentiality 

 Informed consent included the purpose of the data collection, how the information 

will be used, what will be asked, how responses will be handled, and what the risks and 

benefits were to the participant. I complied with all practices and deadlines in accordance 

with the institutional review board (IRB).  

Pseudonyms were used to name the school and district, and no identifying 

information was used for the site or participants. While several parent and student 

participants expressed a desire to be named in the research, this step was not be taken, as 

the study is limited to one site and the confidentiality of all respondents will be 

safeguarded (Patton, 2015). 

Data Access and Ownership 

 Participants had the right to review interview transcripts to ensure accuracy. The 

data set as a whole, however, was not reviewed by school leaders of SCHS, prior to 

completion. As Patton (2015) notes, it is important for to think through what the purposes 
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associated with data access and ownership decisions will be. For this study, data 

associated with observation and interviews were checked by the participant, when 

possible, and participants had complete access to their interview transcripts. This helped 

to ensure the quality of the data and will help to control for interpretive blind spots and 

errors related to researcher bias.  

Ethical Advice 

 Because I required support regarding ethical challenges associated with 

qualitative research, specifically the convergence of the counselor and researcher roles 

and the emotional challenges related to this work, I sought the support of colleagues and 

a senior researcher. Furthermore, I did not need to seek therapeutic assistance, and was 

able to maintain ethically appropriate and safe practices for the participants.   

Intersection of Ethical and Methodological Decisions 

 Through the data collection and analysis process, I was struck by a feeling of 

tension between the goals I associate with operating in the role of counselor versus those 

I connect to the role of the qualitative researcher. Although supporting the participants 

and advancing the aims of the inquiry are integral for both roles, the primacy of these 

goals is reversed when considered in conjunction with one another (Kaplan, personal 

communication, 2020). When I considered the role identity components of each role 

through memos, I realized that there is some integration between the personal 

characteristics and qualities required of both roles, but the main actions and strategies are 

different. Coming from a person-centered orientation that has framed my counseling 

work, I feel a sense of certainty and clarity when a participant delves into reflection about 
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any component of their identity, an epistemological belief associated with my role 

identity as a counselor. Yet, as a researcher, when this reflection is characterized by grief, 

anger, or fear, I feel like my counseling strategic tools (e.g., showing unconditional 

positive regard; mirroring the counselee’s expression; synthesizing; structuring the 

duration of the session to exactly what the counselee needs in that moment) have been 

stripped from me if I am occupying the researcher’s role, a role more bounded than the 

role of a counselor that a person has fairly consistent access to for a number of different 

functions. Moreover, when thinking about the process of my role identity as a researcher, 

the ontological knowledge associated with this role has been heavily influenced by much 

of the experiences I gained as a counselor with urban students for two decades. In sum, 

the exploration process of these role identity systems spanned the entire data collection 

and analysis process.  

Ethical and Legal Frameworks 

 I was aware of all applicable ethical and legal frameworks. The multiple ethical 

paradigm which integrates the ethics of justice, care, community and profession (Shapiro 

& Stefkovitch, 2016) guided my work.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

 One important limitation to this study was the interview length and scheduling. 

Coming into the summer and fall of 2020, with reopening schools during the coronavirus 

pandemic, school leaders’ schedules were packed and subject to change on a moment’s 

notice. There seemed to be an overall sense of urgency by some school leaders to get 

through the three-interview format back to back. Similarly, the former students often 
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changed plans with little notice provided. Another limitation was the connection to the 

SCSD that many participants still experienced, either through the leadership roles they 

still served in, or through their siblings, children and family members being students 

there. Although the study’s focus was on the stories that participants shared regarding the 

meaning of their motivated actions to the actor, rather than school as a system, it is 

possible that some of these participants may have felt pressure to interpret their own 

actions in ways that support their own standing. A third limitation was how the life 

history interview protocol touched on painful lived experiences for my participants, a 

factor related to the context and their personal dispositions that, at times, influenced my 

purpose and goals as a researcher, while my ontological beliefs about the emotional 

wellbeing of my participants, many of whom I have counseled before.  

 The study did not entail looking at the way the target role identity system, that of 

a school leader, interacted with the other role identity systems (e.g., teacher, parent, 

coach, doctoral student) of the participants. Although student and parent participants 

were included in the study, their numerous, relevant role identity systems (e.g., student, 

parent, worker) were not the focus of this study. Additionally, there are a slew of 

academic and behavioral indicators related to chronic absenteeism (e.g., student mobility, 

course failures and repetition, suspensions and problematic behaviors) that were not 

specifically studied.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 School and district leaders operate in an array of roles and contend with multiple 

accountability systems in their daily work related to student achievement, graduation rate 

and more recently, chronic absenteeism. While we know much about the strategies that 

school leaders commonly enact towards chronically absent students and families 

(Smythe-Leistico & Page, 2019; Rogers et al., 2017), the school and student factors 

associated with chronic absenteeism (Hough, 2019; Balfanz & Byrnes 2012), and the role 

that policy and accountability systems play in leaders’ actions (Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018), 

little is known about how the school leaders’ motivated actions towards chronically 

absent students influence the leader’s role identity system or what the meaning of this 

behavior is to the leader. I endeavored to investigate school leaders’ motivated actions 

towards chronically absent students by asking: 

• How do school leaders’ role identity components (i.e.., ontological and 

epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; perceived action possibilities; 

self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with each other to 

inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students?    

• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of adults who were chronically absent students in high 

school?   
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• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of parents and guardians of adults who were chronically 

absent students in high school?   

To address these questions, I employed a narrative approach with the 

sociocultural role identity of school leaders as the unit of analysis. Although the 

participants operated in the same high school and school district, they each bring their 

own backgrounds and stories related to their situated role identity as an educational 

leader. During the time that they operated as leaders, the context, which serves as a 

control parameter, changed drastically when COVID-19 forced the district to close 

schools physically and facilitate distance learning. Student attendance was just one of the 

many processes that had to be adapted to a distance learning model where some students 

were able to access learning virtually, and others were not. While some families could be 

reached, many could not be, with the latter group disproportionately composed of low-

income and racially diverse students. Not surprisingly, this unexpected transition to 

distance learning led to stark socioeconomic and racial disparities in attendance rates, and 

many other important outcomes and amplified existing gaps. The stories, artifact, 

documents and observations connected to the nine school leader participants, as well as 

the three parent participants and the five student participants, allowed for triangulation of 

the data, and generated insight into the role identity framing for school leaders grappling 

with chronic absenteeism in the same context.  

In the following chapter, I present the results of the in-depth analysis of the 

observations, interviews and artifacts through vignettes for each of the participants, 
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organized by type and research question. I begin by providing a concise background on 

each participant, then highlight the findings from the analysis regarding the participant’s 

motivated actions towards chronic absenteeism and how it manifests in their role 

identities. I include the analyses of the content, structure, and processes of the role 

identity components. These interdependent, irreducible components are as follows: 

ontological and epistemological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and 

definitions, and perceived action possibilities. Following the discussion of the 

participants, I describe the key themes that have emerged through the analyses and that 

address the research questions. The first theme explores the emphasis on logistical 

guidance over cultural meanings in the actions of school leaders regarding chronic 

absenteeism. The second theme examines the contrast in perceived action possibilities 

associated with chronic absenteeism between Participant Roless. Finally, the third theme 

explores the fragmentation of the school leader’s role identity structure occurring as 

leaders’ responses to rigid accountability systems act as repellor states. I consider these 

themes in light of the context, a small, urban, high school with higher-than-average rates 

of chronic absenteeism.  

School Leaders’ Motivated Actions Towards Chronic Absenteeism 

The following vignettes present the stories of the nine school and district leader 

participants, sharing experiences that were both similar and different in multiple ways, 

with themes emerging from the three rounds of life history interviews, observations, and 

artifacts and documents collected. These stories provide a window into the way each 

school leader’s role identity system components emerge and interact to form their 

motivated actions towards chronically absent high school students.  
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Chris: The Organizer 

 The newest member of the district’s leadership team, Chris is currently operating 

in a supervisory role over two academic departments. Prior to that, Chris was the 

principal for a small Catholic elementary school not too far from South-Central School 

District. In his late thirties, Chris was educated in Catholic schools, and much of his 

professional experience in coaching, teaching and school leadership roles were in 

Catholic school systems, prior to his hiring last year. Because organizational 

considerations emerged in many of the stories Chris shared, I referred to him as the 

organizer.  As Chris reflected on an early memory in life, he recalled the following story 

about how his parents’ divorce shaped his personal worldview and yielded an important 

self-perception.  

And one of the things that I just have a vivid memory of is my dad telling me 
that I'm the man of the house now so I have to kind of take care of everyone 
and that sort of thing. You know, I don't know if my I've always felt a little bit 
more mature for my age and I, you know, in carrying myself in a particular 
way and I don't know if that's because of that family scenario and situation to 
be had. I think that's part of it, but then again, I’m the oldest and you know, I 
kind of tend to take the, I tend to take the psychological textbook of an oldest 
child. It's, you know, you're motivated and driven and rule followers and you 
know you're doing what you're supposed to do and that sort of thing so I'm 
pretty textbook …there's that part but you know I also missed the cut off of the 
schooling, and my birthday is in November. So, I'm an old person for my 
grade and so you know I think that could play a part in all of this too because I 
was again a little bit more mature than my people around me because I was, 
you know, months older than that many of them.  
 

For Chris operating in prior role identities, the possibility of following rules aligned 

with his purpose to lead, originating as an eldest son and one of the older students in his 

class or grade, and spanning into other periods in life. His use of the “you”, as opposed 

to the use of “I” to categorize himself suggests that he feels an uncertainty about 
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making an absolute truth claim regarding his self-categorization of the personality 

attributes of first children.  

 Eventually a teacher, and then a school leader in both principal and 

supervisory positions, Chris experienced various changes in context, operating in both 

small Catholic elementary and high schools, large suburban and urban high schools, and 

finally, at South Central High School. Although Chris had only been operating less than 

two months at SCHS when the study began, he had little epistemological uncertainty 

when he was asked to bring along an artifact that represents his work with chronically 

absent high school students or chronic absenteeism. Sharing a curriculum mapping chart 

that he created for his teachers, Chris noted  

I hadn't seen when I when I first got here - a huge cohesion. Um, It was kind 
of people kind of did whatever it is that they wanted. And I think for me, I 
wanted to at least curricularly get people on the same page. So, in meeting 
with course partners and grade level partners, I have been working with the 
different teams to try to come up with a kind of like a pacing chart, or like a 
realistic pacing chart because it's there's one in the curriculum guide. But 
that's, you know, the theory, written by one person, compared to the reality of 
what happens within the course of an academic year… And so, you know, I 
think that is at least in my couple months that I've been here. That, I have the 
opportunity to see the me laying the foundations for some of the things that 
represent me it's the togetherness, is the communication is the quality, it's the 
product, it's trying to get people on the same page and challenges to existing 
thoughts going back to that whole, “Why do we do things this way?” Just 
because we won't be done them alright let's try to delve into that and change 
that narrative. 

 
Chris’s statement above refers explicitly to curriculum knowledge in his belief regarding 

the quality and utility of the tool he developed, as well as his goal as a supervisor of an 

academic department to increase the effectiveness of instruction through more cohesion 

across teaching and teachers associated with his department. Aligned with these is 

Chris’s goal to do curriculum work that matters in the daily practices of teacher, as seen 
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in his distinction between the chart in the curriculum guide and his more “realistic” tool 

based on the collaboration of teachers. 

 Finally, Chris also shared the ambiguity he felt when he reflected on how the 

sociocultural context of his current students exerts an influence over their decisions about 

attending and engaging with school that could not be explained with the ontological 

beliefs he had developed in other contexts, suggesting a significant degree of 

fragmentation in the structure of his school leader role identity. Reflecting on his earlier 

days as a principal in a Catholic school, as well as prior teacher and student roles in 

similar contexts, Chris shared this self-perception regarding his ability to understand 

students experiencing chronic absenteeism and truancy 

 
Like might be that Catholic school upbringing of like, “if you don't want to 
follow the rules, like you don't have to be in the school”. And again, this is 
just, you know, my, my life and experience so that's again, it goes back to, I 
don't understand it, I didn't know anybody that did it, I don't know what's 
going on there. 

 

Chris described a tension, “a push and a pull,” between an emphatic belief about 

chronically absent students needing to “take responsibility” for their decisions 

and a slightly less certain belief about students operating in their roles with 

“parents (that) for whatever reason are not part of the solution,” and mediated by 

the strategies to “continue to try to work” to reach out to parents and absentee 

students about “consequences” of their choices. Notably, his strategies for 

working with chronically absent students did not include teaching motivation. 

Sharing his belief about the viability of teaching motivation as an effective 

practice, Chris asserts 
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You can’t teach motivation. You can't. You can try to have motivation 
tactics, techniques and carrots and reward systems and punitive systems 
and all those sorts of things. But if a student's not willing to do that …  
there's not necessarily much that can happen to try to help there. 
 

Chris’s reflections suggest a strongly held belief that attendance is intrinsically 

motivated, and school leaders are limited in their ability to influence student 

behaviors associated with absenteeism. Correspondingly, Chris seems to reject 

behaviorist approaches (“carrot and reward systems and punitive systems”) with 

chronically absent students, a pivotal choice for a school leader operating in a 

high school with higher than average rates of chronic absenteeism that have 

increased significantly since the pandemic. 

 

Eric: The Insider 

 Eric is a middle aged, mid-career, Latinx, male high school leader who has spent 

time in other professional lines of work and came to education late in his twenties. I 

identified him as the insider because of the ways in which he tapped into early life 

experiences to better under the context of his absentee students. His office, the setting for 

our interview, is busy with calls and visits from people needing his expertise, usually in 

the form of a quick opinion. Eric took to school leadership quickly and effectively, 

drawing from the interests and values that served him well in prior professional roles, 

first in government and then in teaching. The goal of caring for students that Eric 

associates with school leadership is supported by the behaviors of building connected 

relationships with absentee students and negotiating incentives to encourage improved 

attendance from students. The following excerpt illustrates the self-perception of efficacy 
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that he has developed in his leadership role, and the array of leadership practices that Eric 

associates with the school leader role, as well as the actions that Eric feels are ineffective 

to use when dealing with chronically absent students. 

I’ve always just wanted to take care of kids. I didn’t want them to feel the 
negative placed on them. You know you put a kid in a dark box, that kid’s not 
seeing that light until you open it. So why put them in the box, you know, why not 
just still give them that light but give them parameters to it. Give them an 
understanding, you know… Say “Hey, listen, if you come to school next week 
three out of the five on time, you know, I’ll take away one of your absences, I’ll 
take away one of your latenesses so that you don’t get in trouble. You know, give 
them something. And build them to something, to them wanting to want. Because 
of the kids not going to want the, you’re not going to get anything out. 

 

Eric’s repertoire of leadership practices includes internal behaviors such as thinking 

deeply about the contextual barriers chronically absent students experience and external 

behaviors, such as teaching students about the importance of attendance, communicating 

hope to students, and providing positive consequences to modify negative behaviors such 

as truancy. Through revealing the leadership practices that Eric deems as ineffective in 

motivating attendance improvement in students -  leaders engaging in strictly negative or 

punitive conversations with students – Eric reveals his belief about the critical role that 

school leaders have in motivating chronically absent students, a markedly different 

perspective than the perspective of Chris when considering the practice of teaching 

motivation to students. The follow-up excerpt reveals Eric’s self-concept of his ability in 

that role, and to pursue the goal of a deeper connection with students, build on shared life 

experiences in similar sociocultural contexts. 

Listen, I always had this, I’ve always – everywhere I’ve been, I’ve always tried to 
be close to my ESL population, and not just the Spanish kids but any immigrant 
from any other country, you know. I came. I was an ESL student. You know, I, 
we were on, you know, welfare getting government cheese Wednesday mornings 
before school. And then we were very affluent after a certain time, so it kind of 
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bounced back and forth. All my experiences led me to to be a certain way, and 
I’ve found great success in communicating with parents and communicating with 
teachers, you know, I’m the kind of leader that people can understand.  

 

For Eric, there is integration between his present role identity as a school leader, and that 

of past role identities including that of a student who had experienced emigrating to a 

new country, poverty, truancy, and culturally situated expectations from his father that 

may compete with the expectations associated with school leadership. According to Eric, 

his father’s beliefs about the utility value of paid work that required Eric’s ability to 

translate, or assist outweighed the importance of his high school education as this next 

except shows.  

Every day, that I was in school, he would pull me out for certain things as well. If 
we had to go translate at City Hall or permits or something like that. My dad’s 
perspective on education was, I don’t want to say, that it was too necessary, not 
necessary.  

 

The experience of occupying multiple roles for his father’s construction business 

prompted Eric to adopt a broader perspective than his fellow school leaders on the 

cultural meanings his chronically absent students may give to attending school, informed 

by cultural characteristics. These beliefs led Eric to develop self-perceptions of 

competence and responsiveness when it comes to responding to chronically absent and 

vulnerable students. 

 In terms of role identity structure, Eric experienced a change in alignment 

between the various components of his leader role identity over the course of what has 

been widely established as a highly turbulent time in the field of education. Weeks after 

Eric’s first interview where he described his experience living in poverty in a context 
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similar to where his students are situated, and his own experiences with truancy, often at 

his father’s behest to perform work in construction during school time, when he occupied 

the student role. While discussing the increased rates of absenteeism and dropout with the 

members of a department he supervises, Eric relayed the story of a recent conversation he 

had with his superiors.  

It's a shame, we're gonna lose a lot of kids. We're losing a lot of kids, and then 
that's why you know, going into the houses and calling and knocking on doors is 
the best thing that we could possibly do right now. That's all we have. I'm the one 
that worries about the attendance, which is what I'm doing today like I'm looking. 
I'm worried about attendance I'm worried about. I'm worried about the dropout 
rates. I know (the counselors) are too, but that's not going to become real with you 
until you see that the state report card, then you're going to be like what 
happened? I'm telling you now, this is what's happening. And the thing is, what I 
got back was, “our numbers may look horrible for the next two years or so but 
then they'll be back up.” 

 
 

In this excerpt, Eric shares the emotions of anxiety, frustration and anger tied to his 

beliefs about chronically absent students needing other options. Eric’s goal to help his 

students attain graduation, his strategy of buffering his superiors and the school system 

from the negative consequences of accountability pressure and his belief about 

complying with his superiors’ directives that seem to point to an inevitability of the losses 

of this year’s juniors and seniors, causes tension and ultimately fragmentation of the 

structure of Eric’s school leader role identity system. In this final excerpt, Eric expresses 

his uncertainty over between what he identifies as his purpose at SCHS, and his belief as 

to what his superiors’ expectation of his purpose is as a school leader at SCHS.  

I'm kind of losing patience. You know I don't understand my role over here 
anymore. If you're not allowing me to do what needs to be done to move the 
department forward. What do you want me to do? Am I just here to manage the 
people that what's what's my goal. You know, what's my goal to call each one of 
you and say hey, make sure you do this, you know, my goal here is, you know, we 
have to make sure our kids are graduating, we have to make sure that our kids are 
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getting what they need. We have to be innovative, we have to come up with ideas, 
and put them into place. Right. That's the goal of this department. 

 

Noting the tension between his own belief regarding the primacy of the goal of 

supporting student attainment of graduation over the goal of micromanaging staff, Eric 

reasserts what that he believes is his primary purpose of a school leader in an urban high 

school context – supporting students in their pursuit of graduation.  More than any other 

school leader participant, Eric brought his own categorization as a parent into his work 

with chronically absent students. Sharing his belief about how younger high school 

students, typically ninth and tenth grade, need face to face instruction as well, even when 

being in the building together meant peer conflict, he connects this belief to his own 

knowledge as a parent of an adolescent-aged son. 

I don’t think a freshman needs to stay at home, you know. There is a socialization 
piece to high school, and we still need to maintain that socialization. These kids 
need to learn how to communicate, how to work in groups, how to work with 
others, and how to make friends. It’s that hormones kicking, and you’re good 
friends one day, then you’re fighting the next day. Most of the issues that come to 
(the vice principal’s office) are girls going at each other. You know, that’s 
socialization, even with those arguments. That’s important. That’s an important 
part of adolescence and growing up. You know, I can tell my son, virtual right 
now, I’m afraid he’s fully depressed. He says he has no friends anymore, you 
know, because they can’t go into anybody’s house, they can’t hang out and play 
football in the school yard. So he’s downstairs, you know, by himself, playing 
video games. So here I am, taking him out, doing whatever we can, as parents. 

 

Grounded by his self-perception as a parent doing “whatever” he can to support his son, 

Eric uniquely formulates his beliefs about effective school leadership with examples of 

students experiencing disruptive behaviors like “going at” each other and peer conflict, 

examples that no other school leaders mentioned in their observations, interviews or 

artifacts. While pedagogical, instructional and some social-emotional considerations 
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came up in the stories of other school leader participants, Eric uniquely endorses the 

work involving the behavioral disruptions of students in conflict as a critical purpose for 

the role of a school leader encountering chronic absenteeism at the high school level. 

Elizabeth: The Researcher 

 Recently retired from a top central office position, Elizabeth, a white woman in 

her sixties, manifested a school and district leader identity that featured alignment 

between her epistemological certainty regarding the value of data to inform leadership 

practices, her goal to improve attendance rates across the district, and the action 

possibility of discussing individual, chronically absent students with her building 

principals in monthly meetings. Because Elizabeth shared stories that revealed her 

ontological belief about how important research was in the leader role, I identified 

Elizabeth as the researcher. 

Recalling an earlier period in life, Elizabeth shares how her past roles as a 

doctoral student and later, a professor of practice and program chair at Northern 

University (pseudonym) helped her develop an understanding of “the power of data” and 

how that translated to her subsequent role as a superintendent of a high poverty school 

district at the time when the No Child Left Behind Act was enacted. 

So I think it really started with the No Child Left Behind, in those report cards. 
Yes, that’s what changed. I remember that shift. Data is really important. We, I 
believe in that, because what you’re doing, you know, in the research, when you, 
when you engage in research to the level that we did at Northern, and for your 
dissertation, it makes you more aware of the data, and when you start reading 
other people’s dissertations for yours and you look at similar research, you 
become very aware of it…It’s not personal, it’s not an opinion, it’s data. 
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Here, Elizabeth expresses a high degree of integration between her past teacher, graduate 

student and professor role identities and that of the district leadership role that she would 

occupy for the last decade when considering the domain of educational research. 

Correspondingly, her belief related to the use of data to inform educational leadership 

practices continued to guide Elizabeth’s goals in the role, and in turn, her motivation to 

help chronically absent students. Below, Elizabeth details how her goal of improved 

attendance rates necessitated the practices of examining the district’s attendance rate data 

and exploring the individual reasons for their absenteeism through a collaborative 

process.  

We’ve developed the chronic absenteeism committee and monthly, we started 
looking at students. You know, we were able, we spent an hour and a half, two 
hours a month. Looking at students like, “Who in our school?” And share, and we 
share techniques. As part, we looked at data. We always took the data, but we also 
looked at individual students, and sometimes, articulating their story to a group 
and trying to talk about what you are doing, helped people in my group, 
collectively contribute to alternatives, possibilities, what else we can do, offers of 
assistance. To me, that was trying to help each student on the personal to the 
student level, rather than just the bigger numbers or the broad, general things that 
we did. 

 

Elizabeth’s self-efficacy to pursue the goal of improving attendance outcomes for 

students in her leader role was influenced by her self-perception of her membership in a 

group, the district’s leadership team. Without hesitation or question, Elizabeth believed 

that this action – specifically, the collaborative process that she shared with the leadership 

team that entailed reviewing quantitative and qualitative data on chronically absent 

students – promoted the purpose of improving attendance. Yet, this certainty over this 

practice seemed to be in tension with the emotion of disappointment, tied to the failure to 

attain the distal goal of improving the attendance rate of students with excessive 
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absences. Here, Elizabeth suggests the practice of instituting additional program for 

students to reduce this tension and remembers the story of one chronically absent high 

school student.  

 
I always feel frustrated when I can’t help them. Because you want to so badly but 
she, she really was involved, socially, with some outside pressures. And we found 
that a lot with drugs, and what was on the street. I don’t know. We weren’t 
successful with that so maybe we need a more encompassing drug program to 
deal with who they are hanging around with at night. Yeah. ‘Cuz you know that’s 
what’s going on. 

 

Notably, the proposition for other kinds of programming for disengaged students 

demonstrates Elizabeth’s tentative belief about the possible effectiveness of this practice, 

suggesting that she recognizes this knowledge as subjective and personal, and may not be 

shared by others in the context. 

Farrah: The Builder 

 Farrah is an African American, female, mid-career elementary school leader and 

former high school leader for the South-Central School District. Importantly, she grew up 

in a low-income city both geographically near and demographically similar to the city 

that the South-Central School District is located. Deeply committed to a goal of building 

access to equitable outcomes for all students, I called Farrah the builder.  

Earning a scholarship to attend a historically black college or university (HBCU), 

Farrah experienced how cultural meanings mediated her goal of attending college to 

become a teacher. Below, Farrah recounts how her goal to achieve higher education was 

out of alignment with her belief about the meaning her mother and father made regarding 

educational attainment. 
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For me, my parents stressed, the importance of school. So, it wasn’t like they 
didn’t, they stress the importance of college. But like I said, I knew that if my 
teacher was to call the house, whatever that teacher said, I had no recourse. That 
was gospel. So, to my, you know, again, my dad being illiterate, third grade 
education, education was a big deal in my house. So, you know you, you know, 
but it also was, you gonna graduate from high school. Yeah, that was the goal, 
that was the goal. That was the big goal. Yeah, so when I started talking college: 
I'm speaking college to one income affects the working family. I'm sure that 
probably caused them a lot of anxiety because I’m saying college, they’re saying 
something else.  

 

Farrah acknowledges that although her parents highly valued education, the notion of 

their daughter attending college seemed unfamiliar and difficult, with the consideration of 

the economic constraint this could put on the family as an important factor to weigh. 

Thus, the meaning Farrah made of her success in high school as instrumental in paving 

the way for critical, subsequent goals strengthened Farrah’s belief about the critical 

importance of encouraging solid school attendance in her own work with families 

experiencing poverty and, in some cases, chronic absenteeism. Below, Farrah shares how 

she addressed a young mother with three children, the oldest of which was chronically 

absent at the primary grade level.  

(I’m) just trying to provide for our community. In this case, you have two children 
coming up after this. We need to set the tone now, so that when the next one is 
able, we can make sure that we have everything in place for the next shot.  

 

This excerpt highlights the alignment Farrah experiences between the practices she feels 

support the improvement of social conditions for people of color, her goal to improve 

student attendance, and her beliefs about attending school. Indeed, for Farrah, each 

student represents a “shot” to better the community. Below she elaborates on how this 

self-perception about her potential to improve outcomes for people of color has 
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influenced her goals as an educational leader, prompting her to prioritize the 

manifestation of her role in specific contexts. 

Community development, you know, for, again, we’re talking about minority 
students, right, that’s personal for me. And it was me. You know, that was me. 
And that’s why it’s full circle, right? So, I could choose districts to go work in. 
But I’m choosing to work at a district that’s similar to where I grew up because its 
paying it forward.  

 

With this, Farrah asserts her belief that certain sociocultural contexts provide an 

opportunity for social justice work, and the belief that this kind of work is pivotal. 

Moreover, this excerpt illuminates her self-concept of her ability in this part of the school 

leader role, bolstered by the values, ideology, and personal worldview honed during an 

earlier period in life, when Farrah occupied prior roles in a similar sociocultural context.  

Gerald: The Planner 

  Growing up in a military family on various military bases, Gerald, a white, male 

in his mid-fifties, has held many roles with the SCSD. Starting as a student teacher in an 

elementary classroom, Gerald became a high school teacher who earned numerous 

teaching awards and a national board certification before advancing into a Supervisor 

position. After a few years as a high school supervisor, Gerald became a Director, 

followed by a top position at the central office level. Uniquely, his Supervisor and 

Director roles were both newly created positions at that time, and both were occupied 

first by him. I am referring to Gerald as the planner as his stories reveal a deep belief in 

the utility value of strategic planning and systems thinking as key to his role as a district 

leader.  
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Gerald’s office, the setting for our interview over Zoom, suggests a sense of 

whimsy and enjoyment of American football and contemporary film, as décor inspired by 

his favorite football team and a popular science fiction film series animate his space. As a 

seasoned central office leader, newly promoted to a top role, Gerald seems to express 

some hesitation in expressing the functions of this new role, suggesting a degree of 

uncertainty, over the breadth of influence the new role entails. 

The students or the teachers or the staff members, like all of the people that, you 
know, you’re, whatever, in charge of, kind of thing, you know, you’ve got to 
understand their experiences. You can’t lead people if you don’t know where they 
are coming from. 

 

This excerpt points to Gerald’s belief about the importance of educational leaders 

grasping the distinct experiences of various stakeholder groups. Gerald further 

demonstrates the way his expertise in the stakeholder’s experiences, namely, parents and 

students, informed a leadership practice targeting chronic absenteeism that turned into the 

“flagship of our community engagement.”  With the creation of a popular, district-wide 

event serving to promote the goal of improved attendance rates, the actions of planning 

and implementing this large-scale event represented an important source of identity 

meaning to Gerald. Significantly, this event was also the artifact that Gerald mentioned 

when asked to share an artifact meaningful to his role identity at SCSD.   

Yeah, that started kind of as a, a grain of sand at an administrative PLC 
(professional learning community). And it really grew into a flagship of 
our community engagement. And, you know, tied directly into 
attendance. You know, first couple of years you got more tickets if you 
came to school for the  month before it, and we had better attendance, 
the data shows that we had a surge in attendance in January when we 
normally had tough times, you know, and then just, we put up 
attendance signs, and we had attendance booths, and, you know, we 
tried everything we could to push those important topics that we wanted 
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to do, and it was all under the disguise of a carnival and fun.  
 

Indeed, the early communication about this event, captured through email correspondence 

and  signage documents Gerald’s arsenal of action possibilities to launch this event including 

collaborating with stakeholders at multiple levels, eliciting critical teacher support, and 

creatively disseminating important district initiatives through gamified activities, both 

internally with contests and prizes for the participating staff, and externally with an array of 

interactive games, auction, school leaders in themed costumes, giveaways and appealing 

prizes for the community. The production of the event fostered alignment in Gerald’s 

educational leader identity across his goal, beliefs, and actions, as well as serving to 

integrate Gerald’s current leader and prior teacher roles since it was born out of the 

beliefs developed while occupying the role of teacher. 

Yeah, I was it was kind of like, going back to my classroom days 
because, you know, when I was an history teacher, I was trying to sell a 
product that the kids did not want to buy. So, I had to, I had to make it 
as fun and interesting as I possibly could because then the game or 
the fun or whatever was the vehicle. 
 

 The manifestation of chronic absenteeism at SCSD took on new meaning 

as COVID-19 forced the district to close its school buildings, and then re-open, 

only to close again later. Thus, for Gerald, and his leadership team, the rollout of 

the reopening of schools required a flurry of communications detailing 

unprecedented changes and updates to the existing processes related to just 

about almost every aspect of operations. Indeed, there were numerous internal 

meetings, two parent forums, a District Evaluation Advisory committee 

meeting, and several district-wide memos in the final two weeks of reopening at 
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the inception of the school year where logistical guidance was provided to the 

various stakeholder groups about how operational and instructional programs 

were adjusted to reopen, among other concerns. During these initial meetings 

and in the documents prior to the schools reopening, guidance concerning 

chronic absenteeism and student attendance were not detailed to either parents 

or faculty, despite it being a well-documented concern in the weeks, months and 

years prior to reopening. For instance, during the parent meeting, Gerald noted, 

“Attendance will be collected same as the spring.” When asked why attendance 

and absenteeism were not discussed further, Gerald shared  

I was fielding about 300 questions that night. So, I was trying to move as 
quickly as possible. I did say that the in-person attendance will be taken by 
the classroom teacher. And then the remote part would be as we did in the 
spring, run at that because in the spring, you know, the first couple days are 
rocky like anything new... Wasn’t trying to gloss over attendance. 
Attendance is critically important. No, no problem saying that. But really, 
that’s the short of it, you know, we’re going to do it in class. And we’re going 
to do it like we did in the spring. Did have good results in the spring. I’d 
much rather have every kid in school the entire time, but that’s not the reality 
of the world right now. 

 

This excerpt captures a strategy that Gerald employs, prioritizing the level of detail 

on each of the numerous adaptations he aimed to cover in the countless meetings he 

had to facilitate as a leader, new to a role heading the central office level, all while 

navigating a high needs district through the turbulent early days of reopening 

schools during the pandemic. Gerald’s repertoire of leadership practices in the face 

of the overwhelming nature of the pandemic included the strategy of encouraging 

anxious parents, teachers and school leaders about reopening schools with a brand 

new synchronous, remote model and presenting a concise overview of the 
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adaptations necessary. This practice reflects Gerald’s belief that, in this context, 

parents needed to hear what the school was preparing to do to reopen, with only a 

brief mention of logistical information related to attendance or absenteeism - that 

attendance would be taken by teachers remotely. Rather than complicate the 

communication to parents about reopening by the discussion of the complex issue of 

attending and engaging in a new, remote learning program in a district which 

struggled with chronic absenteeism in more typical times, Gerald and the other 

leaders in attendance – Paul and Rob – provided a streamlined, focused message 

emphasizing the academic components of the new model instead. The above excerpt 

also suggests Gerald’s unwavering commitment to deploying all that the school 

system has to support parents and students by his sole emphasis on the school’s role 

in supporting student attendance.  

 In a few short months, Gerald would share that the first marking period data 

indicated a failure rate of five times from the prior year and twice the amount of 

chronically absent students. With this in mind, Gerald and the leadership team 

responded with a  strategic plan “to combat these issues.” Urging faculty to “remain 

flexible and understanding as we make adjustments to support our students,” for 

Gerald, this practice aligns with his goal of serving all students, suggesting that the 

change in the mediation of the control parameters of the role identity system (e.g., 

constraints associated with the sociocultural context of the school and district’s 

community), influenced a change in Gerald’s RI system concerning the amount and 

kind of knowledge, behaviors and goals associated with student attendance and 
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academic outcomes of remote learning after a difficult marking period, and in the 

interactions with the role identity systems of other related individuals. 

Joe: The Connector  

 The youngest of the South-Central district leadership team, Joe is in his early 

thirties and hails from the largely working-class town that sends only its high school 

students to South Central School district, although Joe attended a large Catholic high 

school in the county instead, which is how he first became acquainted with Chris. 

Currently, Joe operates as a director at the high school level, after a few years as an 

elementary self-contained teacher for students with multiple learning disabilities, and 

prior to that, as an education assistant in Special Education classrooms. Because Joe’s 

stories illustrate the importance of connected relationships in the behaviors, purpose and 

beliefs prevalent in his leader role identity system, I have termed Joe “the Connector.” In 

the following excerpt, Joe describes his approach to chronic absenteeism as a 

responsibility to be shared by teachers and leaders:   

I think it has to be a team approach where the administration is looking at the 
bigger problems. You know broader scale. Teachers in their class, following up 
and making phone calls and developing this relationship with parents to help 
support it on the smallest scale.  

 

Joe’s description of the practices by scope highlights an important belief that Joe has 

developed about the broader role of a school leader, to be contrasted with a markedly 

narrower role of a teacher. Joe also envisions a critical role for the parent, framed by the 

approach that school leaders have in eliciting their participation, and a belief that parents 

that need support and development from school leaders.  
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I think finding a way to have a system in place that allows you to identify those 
(chronically absent students) and having the information and resources available 
to reach out to their parents because now as minors we need parents to do their 
part and I know that might sound like an easy thing you know, but we have to 
educate their parents, we have to get to the parents because especially when 
they’re younger students, parents have to help us get there. 

 

The analysis also pointed to experiences with chronically absent students that 

elicited tensions between Joe’s different role identities. For example, while occupying the 

director role identity assessing athletic eligibility for prospective student-athletes, Joe was 

presented with a chronically absent student, Tyere (pseudonym), who experienced 

significant behavioral and attendance issues in an out of district Special Education 

placement but was returning to district due to budgetary constraints. Tyere and his mother 

wanted to appeal the decision regarding his athletic eligibility. Joe describes how he 

positively interacted with Tyere, whose name he did not know at the time of the 

interactions, one summer when the student came to the school to play basketball with 

some of his peers, prior to realizing that the student was the very same he had deemed to 

be ineligible to participate in sports. 

So long story short, I told him I'm like this, the narrative that is on paper here 
versus what I know from seeing you this summer. I'm like, (he’s) shaking my 
hands, like “please, thank you”… I'm like, these things don't align. So here's what 
we're gonna do. I was able to talk our building principal into being okay with this. 
So we're gonna give you a shot, you're gonna come here and play basketball for 
us. You're going to do everything that I need you to do, you're going to behave 
just like you did this summer, he says okay this now we work it out, work out all 
the transportation with Tate Park Academy (pseudonym)…(Tyere) comes in here 
all the time, wins a state championship last year, he completely bosses it. 

 

This occasion highlighted the limitations of beliefs concerning the relevance of prior 

behavioral difficulties, and the tensions within his role identity system that emerged. 

Specifically, the belief that past maladaptive behavior was a critical predictor of future 
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behavior on the part of a student started to be in conflict with his self-perception about his 

ability to build rapport and create meaningful relationships with difficult students like 

Tyere, as well as his specific goal of developing a team capable of winning the state 

championship in basketball.  

Paul: The Provider 

 In his early fifties, Paul has been a leader of South-Central High School for about 

a decade. The fourth of five children from an affluent family, Paul came to educational 

leadership through prior roles, first as a college basketball coach, and then as a high 

school Special Education teacher. His office, where our Zoom interview is set, is an 

immaculate, organized collection of these prior roles, with beautifully framed awards, 

news items, team pictures and commemorative basketballs adorning his walls and shelf. 

At his standing desk, Paul has a distinctive tendency to move while standing still, 

constantly but not distractedly, in motion.  Paul describes how his ontological belief 

regarding the primacy of poverty as a contextual factor and his purpose to operate as a 

school leader in high poverty contexts like South Central School District. Paul is known 

as the provider because of the reccurring theme of leadership as providing what is that he 

interprets as missing or deficient in others’ experiences.   

I have always been in this this realm of, like, low socio-economic like the, the, 
students who were the ones who were who needed. I'll say, who needed to help, 
who, who were challenged in and outside of the classroom, economically and in 
their homes and I just found myself, being in this arena like the urban 
environment, the oppressed the marginalized, you know student and families, and 
I love it. And I think that I wish that we would spend many more resources and 
have many more people for, you know, these, these demographics of education if 
we're going to change this occasion, it's got to be, I think, in these scenarios. 
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Interestingly, in this excerpt, Paul’s primary identification with the sociocultural context 

that he occupied in prior roles as a basketball coach and teacher, and his current role as a 

school leader as what he has “always been in.” As evidenced in this self-perception 

regarding his function within this sociocultural context, Paul’s relatively integrated role 

identities as coach, teacher, and leader suggest a potential for willingness to adapt his 

behaviors and beliefs as  they relate to  students and families who experience poverty 

from a predominantly deficit way of framing their experiences to an approach that 

reflects the culturally responsive notion of cultural difference as a source of excellence. 

 In looking at the degree of harmony across the content in Paul’s leader role 

identity, the following excerpt highlights how Paul’s belief regarding the value of face to 

face instruction has become more complicated and nuanced since COVID-19 forced 

school systems to implement a remote instruction model.  

There are no connections virtually. I would still love to see students in person, but 
I’ll be honest. I just had a conversation with a parent and we said, you know, 
we’re gonna probably keep this student home. That is great because he can get his 
education this way now. For what he needs to do and overcome, and all of the 
issues he brought into school that would distract him from the actual school. We 
don’t have these issues when he’s at home. He might go on and off Zoom calls, 
but he’s not walking around the building, he’s not getting himself in trouble and 
bringing somebody else down. 

Influenced by the significant change to the domain of K-12 schools that the COVID 

pandemic caused, Paul has unlocked additional practices for truant and difficult students 

that prove difficult to engage, and that allow a buffer between these students and the 

school system, teachers, students and leaders. Moreover, this excerpt reveals a 

disharmony within his leader role identity involving the inherent conflict between his 

belief regarding the importance of managing and minimizing difficult student behaviors 
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and his purpose to engage every student so that each student can access his or her fullest 

potential. 

Rob: The Observer 

 Rob is a mid-career supervisor at the central office level. He represents the only 

administrative staff, with the exception of the School Business Administrator, to not have 

occupied a teaching role at some point prior to his tenure as an educational leader, and 

the only leader with a counseling background. I named Rob the observer because of how 

he interprets the practice of observation in his stories. Currently in his late thirties, Rob 

started with the district in the role of an intern during his graduate program about fifteen 

years ago. He was hired upon graduation and remained in that certificated role in the area 

of student support until the supervisor position opened four years ago and subsequently 

has served as the Supervisor ever since. In the week following the last of the three 

interviews for this study, however, Rob formally requested to leave his current leadership 

role and return to his prior role certificated role in student support. There appears to be a 

brown, cardboard moving box directly behind where Rob sits in his modestly decorated 

office, as we meet through Zoom for his interview. 

 In the following excerpt, Rob reflects on what made him want to be a district 

leader, demonstrating an alignment between a self-perception about his own ability to 

lead his  department, and a belief about the anxiety associated with the unknown entity of 

a new boss. These components, in turn, influenced Rob’s actions associated with his role 

as a rank and file educator in a student support role.   

I wanted to have control over my own destiny. And when somebody else comes 
in, you don’t know who you’re gonna get. So if the option was “A: Rob, you do 
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it,” or “B: Person X you don’t know yet is gonna come in and do it, it was in my 
favor to, I said, well its gonna work out for me because I’ll be in charge but I’m 
also going to be a good leader for the team. Yeah, I’m gonna, we’re gonna keep 
growing together and helping kids and I don’t have to worry about adjusting to a 
new person or any of that stuff.   

 

 Reflecting on chronic absenteeism, Rob shares a story that highlights his belief 

about how important it is for school leaders to understand context when trying to assist 

chronically absent students. Recalling how one particular family was identified to be 

residing out of district recently, and “ready to (be) kick(ed) out,” Rob traces the cause 

and effect that he sees for families experiencing poverty and homelessness, and the 

emotions tied to those beliefs: 

They’re homeless, they’re bouncing between locations. Mom doesn’t want her 
sons and daughter to be removed from the schools that they are in. She’s like. 
“I’m not stable, so I want to make sure that they have stability.” Yeah, that’s 
going to turn into absences. Well, we’re going to follow up with the family a lot. I 
asked them, “Do you need food and clothes? Do you need any resources?” Those 
basic things are so important to getting a kid to come to school. Who wants to 
come to school if they can’t have breakfast, brush their teeth, come clean? 

  

Finally, Rob’s goal for equitable education for marginalized students can also be 

seen in a memorandum that Rob provided to all of the staff of South-Central School 

District. Detailing how grading modifications should be implemented prior to the grade 

being entered into the student information system, Rob reminds teachers: 

During a routine school year, with students in class every day, grades would be 
modified prior to entering any grades into Genesis. This is the same method you 
should be using now during remote learning and modify grades on the front end 
prior to entering any grades into Genesis. This gives the teachers significant 
latitude to accommodate the students to the greatest extent possible. The purpose 
of all accommodations is to provide a student with equal access to learning and 
equal opportunity to show what they know and what they can do. 
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This communication reveals harmony between Rob’s purpose to develop equitable 

grading practices utilized by the teachers he leads, and his own action possibilities to 

offer resources to marginalized families.  

Wayne: The Helper 

 Wayne is in his late forties and for the last eight years, has occupied a building 

leadership role for the intermediate school, grades three through sixth, and one of the two 

schools that sends its students to SCHS. I referred to him as the helper due to the critical 

role that actions designed to help students and parents occupy in his stories. Prior to this 

professional role, Wayne was a high school assistant principal for a nearby district, a high 

school Science teacher, an adjunct professor of optometry, and an optometrist in 

descending, chronological order. Wayne’s desk, visible during our Zoom interview, is 

strewn with the vestiges of being a leader of the middle grades with all sorts of interesting 

conversation pieces. One of these conversation pieces is a temperature gauge that Wayne 

volunteers as his artifact. Noting its ability to draw students in and encourage a sense of 

inquiry within them, Shepard’s identification with this artifact suggesting a degree of 

integration with a prior role identity as a teacher of science. Sharing his rationale for the 

gauge as his artifact, he offers the following self-definition, “I am a little nerdy. I was a 

Science teacher back in the day, and I guess, I do, you you know, stand out being as big 

as I am, so...” Revealing the value that he places on relating to and helping every student 

in his story, Wayne points out how “every student” engages with the gauge, even after 

said student was sent to his office by a teacher perceiving a disciplinary infraction. The 

story is delivered with a certainty in the belief of the importance of relationship building 

with troubled students.  



104  

 
 

Remembering a time when he felt successful with a chronically absent student, 

Wayne responds in vivid detail about the perceived action possibilities he tried. 

We would buy him clothes. We would buy him food. We would give him food to 
take home over the weekend because we know he didn’t have any food. Once you 
realize the backstory on these kids, you can say okay, now we can do something 
that, “Hey, I will give you four blue bucks if you show up to school on time.” A 
kid doesn’t give a damn about blue bucks. Or, “Hey, you know come see me and 
I’ll give you a pop tart, or I’ll give you a granola bar, or I’ll give you some stuff to 
take home over the weekend so you’re not hungry”. That’s what the kid cares 
about. 

 

Wayne’s commitment to the relevance of the contextual factors that exert an influence 

over student attendance can also be seen in his nuanced response to what attendance 

meant in the aftermath of COVID.   

You know I think being a little bit more flexible with, you know, before it was 
obviously was cut and dry you're either here or you're not. You know, now it's 
well, I know you're either logged on or you're not but maybe you don't have a 
device so maybe you can't log on, or maybe you're having trouble with your 
internet that day, so maybe you can't log in. You know, maybe you're a kid who 
was waiting for a device so you're working on a packet. So, you know, in that 
respect I assume if you've come up and you've picked up a packet, assuming that 
you're working on it so I'm marking you as, as present. So it's just, it's not black 
and white anymore it's very gray. And you have to be able to maneuver in that, in 
that gray area to try to make sense of it but you know you don't walk away feeling 
great about it you walk away hoping that you're making the right decision on you 
know whether the market can present or not. 

 
 
In this excerpt, Wayne details his beliefs about the school leader role requiring flexible 

decision making that keeps equitable access to positive academic outcomes at the 

forefront. This belief was in harmony with his perception that for both a teacher and a 

leader to advance the aim of equity in education, this goal entails the actions of 

meaningfully connecting with and helping students and families. 
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There's no panacea there's no magic bullet there, but but I think across the board, 
it's it's making the connection. You know it's staff members classroom teachers 
guidance counselors administrators, you know, if we make meaningful 
connections with kids, you know, I think we're more likely to build that trust build 
that relationship and get them to see that Listen, this is important for you you 
know you have to believe me on this this is going to help you when you're old, 
like me, you know you need to get to school, but I think until you build that 
relationship, you know, nothing's going to work it's like that old adage, they don't 
care how much you know until they know how much you care. 

 

Additionally, this perception about equity was aligned with his attribution of students 

being prepared for life with attendance and engagement in school. Furthermore, 

according to Wayne, the educational leader can best exert an influence over student 

attendance through the development of a caring relationship with students.  

School and District Leader Participant Summary and Analysis 

The school and district leader participants can be sorted into two categories as it 

relates to their decisions, actions and responses to chronic absenteeism. While all the 

leaders, at times, told stories that at varying points foregrounded students, while 

backgrounding policy, and vice versa, there were leaders whose contextual roles tended 

to favor one over the other. Simply put, the stories featuring their goals, action 

possibilities, self-perceptions and beliefs of Farrah, Wayne, Rob and Eric centered around 

responses to the perceived circumstances and lives of students more than responses 

related policies and school processes. Conversely, the stories of Gerald, Paul, Joe, Chris 

and Elizabeth tended to foreground the contextual forces, policy constraints and school 

ad district processes they perceived as highly relevant to chronic absenteeism, while de-

emphasizing perceptions and beliefs about students and their lives.  
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In short, while all the school and district leaders shared stories illuminating 

nuanced beliefs, action possibilities, purpose, goals and self-perceptions regarding 

chronic absenteeism, they all shared commonalities in terms of the way their contextual 

roles responded to the content, structure and process of role identity formation. In other 

words, while each actor made his or her own meaning of their role as it related to 

chronically absent students, they were still subjected to the same contextual forces that 

serve as control parameters to the RI system requiring the leaders to change in mediation 

of these forces, whether it be changing accountability policies or new constraints related 

to an unforeseen pandemic, to varying degrees. In accordance with a DSMRI perspective, 

the role identities of the school and district leaders formed through the RI’s of others, 

certainly including those on the leadership team at SCSD, as well as the RI of the 

students and parents with which they have relationships.  

In the next section, I present vignettes of the five student participants who 

experienced chronic absenteeism at the high school level in recent years. 

Students’ Lived Experience with Chronic Absenteeism  

The following vignettes present the stories of five former students who 

experienced absenteeism at SCHS in the years following the addition of chronic 

absenteeism as an indicator of school quality in the state where SCSD is situated, namely 

2014 and on. Their stories illuminate the lived experience of being a chronically absent, 

high school student, while shedding light on the practices of the district and school 

leaders. The participants shared experiences that were both similar and different in 

multiple ways, with themes emerging from the focus group and interviews conducted.  
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Asia 

“It will start to pile up and pile up and pile up.” 

 Asia is a twenty-two-year-old college student who graduated from SCHS four 

years ago, and has currently in college, her third in the four years after high school. She 

has newly moved to an off-campus apartment with some classmates, and looks settled 

and comfortable in this setting for our Zoom interview. Like Ella and Jess, two other 

student participants in this study, Asia spoke about the beginning of high school as a 

distinct period in life, distinguishing it from the seventh and eighth grade years where she 

occupied the student role in the same building, and sharing her ontological beliefs 

associated with attending high school, as well as the emotions tied to these ontological 

beliefs.  

It was exciting. I guess at the point of knowing that, getting older, there’s more to 
come. Um, I guess I think that people are not seeing you as the seventh or eighth 
grader no more, now you were freshmen, now you’re something, even though it’s 
still hard, like people still look impressive, like big, but it was exciting at that time 
you know like it’s all starting now. Waiting for your whole life, like, you know, 
this next four years gonna be it for you. So, it was exciting nerve racking 
altogether in one. 

 

For Asia, her emotions of excitement and anticipation tied to her ontological beliefs about 

attending high school were aligned with her self-perceptions about what it meant for her 

to be a high school student (“now you’re something”). Reflecting on her time in school, 

Asia shared one story about a family issue she was dealing with that led to her family 

being in transition for a period, residing temporarily out of district.  

I came from North Central (pseudonym), and I lived in North Central (prior to 
moving to South-Central), and I lived in North Central. And I was able to, 
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because I was going through something, they let me still go to school in district in 
South-Central.  

 

Like many chronically absent students living in poverty, Asia’s experience of student 

mobility had a bearing on her pathway through high school. In this excerpt, Asia 

expresses her purpose, to stay at SCHS despite her family’s experience with unstable 

housing, as well as ontological belief that the leadership bestowed on her a critical 

opportunity to break off from policy and continue to attend South-Central despite the 

change in residency. Asia elaborates on the ontological beliefs that support her purpose of 

staying at SCHS for high school, touching on her school’s climate and the limitations of 

others’ perceptions about her school system. 

I feel like a lot of people have their stigma of South-Central. And I’ll be in that 
crazy school and this drama and all that, and then the moment that starts being 
there every day I’m like, its not that bad. It’s like every other high school. It is no, 
nothing different. Like everything that was going on, I could find it in West 
(pseudonym), I could find it in East (pseudonym), I could find it anywhere else. I 
can appreciate high school because if I didn’t go, I would never have the 
opportunities that I’ve received, the people I’m still in contact with, things that 
helped me to see. I would never have gotten those things at North-Central. 

 

For Asia, her ontological beliefs about SCHS’s contextual factors that relate to school 

climate (i.e, fights between students) are that the “drama” and the “everything that was 

going on” is, in fact, ubiquitous to all high schools, or at least the ones within her county, 

many of which represent a significantly different socioeconomic breakdown and 

organizational structure. Because Asia is from North-Central, similar in its 

socioeconomic and demographic groups as South-Central, she advances an 

epistemological credibility to this belief and her source of this knowledge, her lived 

experience.  
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Doll 

“I couldn’t focus in school.” 

 Doll is a twenty-two-year-old African American high school graduate of high 

school who is currently unemployed from a job in medical clerical position at a large, 

local hospital. Classified with a learning disability while in middle school, Doll spent the 

last part of her junior year, her entire senior year, and a fifth year that her family self-

selected in the county’s public high school that provides special education services, both 

educational and therapeutic in nature. This allowed her to graduate the same school year 

as her brother, Vertical, who is one year her junior and a classified student as well. Like 

Vertical, Jess and Ella, Doll spent her seventh and eighth grade years as a student at 

SCHS as well as her high school years.  

In many ways, Doll’s story provides a “counter case” in terms of her experience 

with attendance. Unlike Ella, Asia or Jess who were absent from school for a variety of 

reasons, but never formally excluded from school, Doll’s absences from school 

originated almost exclusively due to school issued suspensions, essentially only absent 

due to exclusionary measures facilitated by school and district leaders. Importantly, Doll 

was not identified as a chronically absent student because most of her absences were 

suspensions which are not typically counted as an absent day in either average daily 

attendance measures, widely used prior to 2012, or chronic absenteeism measures which 

grew in importance after 2012.  

Additionally, Doll shared ontological beliefs about attending SCHS, markedly 

misaligned from her ontological belief about the theoretical value attending school and 
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learning had. To put it differently, Doll attributed contextual factors ranging from 

concerns with school climate and teacher and leader quality as the epistemological basis 

for her belief that attending SCHS was a negative experience, in stark contrast to her 

ontological belief about the universal importance of attending school, (“It just is 

important to be there.”). Remembering what going to SCHS meant for her, Doll 

highlights her beliefs about her school’s climate, her perceived action possibility of 

conceptualizing her peers as bullies, and the emotion of sadness tied to these beliefs and 

action possibilities. 

Researcher: When you think about early high school, what do you remember? 

Doll: The people there… they’re nasty. They were bullies. 

Researcher: What were some of the things that you remembered with that if you 
would like to share that? 

Doll: That I was ugly. 

Researcher: How did you feel in some of those moments? 

Doll: Really mad (crying) 

Researcher: So it is something that you still think about? 

Doll: Yeah 

Researcher: Overall, how did it feel to be a high school student the first three 
years? 

Doll: It didn’t feel good… I didn’t want to go to because I’ve been threatened. 

  

 When thinking about how school and district leaders’ actions regarding 

chronically absent students, Doll shared her ontological belief that leaders expressing 

concern for the absenteeism of students was tied to concern over how the school system 

would be perceived by  

important stakeholders, and not about the wellbeing of students.  
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Researcher: Did you get the impression that it was personally important to them 
that you guys were there? 

Doll: No, no no (laughing)... I think it would be more important to the principal or 
vice principal because of the rating of the school, maybe? They (parents) would 
look at the rating first before they send their kid to that, right? 

 

This excerpt captures Doll’s ontological belief about school leader’s motivated actions 

regarding chronic absenteeism, suggesting that leaders’ purpose and goals to improve 

attendance rates may prioritize public perceptions of school quality and compliance with 

accountability systems over goals related to a commitment to equity or individual student 

well-being and quality of life.  

Ella 

“(Attendance) was something always pounded in our heads, almost every day.” 

 An African American, female student beginning her third semester in community 

college and one year out of high school, Ella is one of the youngest student participants at 

20. She still lives in the family home with her parents and younger brother, a junior at 

SCHS, which appears comfortable and well-kept and is the setting for our Zoom 

interview. Having struggled with a chronic neurological condition that would emerge 

unexpectedly during her years at SCHS, Ella remembered the perceived action possibility 

of seeking support from the counselor while experiencing absenteeism stemming from a 

medical challenge. 

Um, well I do remember when sometimes I would come into (the counselor’s) 
office because of, sometimes I would miss school because of my epilepsy, and so 
attendance played a huge part in that. And I also remember the (principal) talking 
about absences a lot. 
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In this excerpt, Ella also recalled the actions of her principal who talked about absences. 

She elaborates on his actions and words regarding chronic absenteeism 

And that would happen during assemblies, but also if he would come into a 
specific classroom, and he sees that it’s half empty, he’s always kind of like, Oh 
where are your students at? And if they are absent, then he’s just kind of like okay 
we need to work on that a little more.  

 

Ella remembered school leaders’ communication of the message that sound attendance 

was important, a leadership practice that Elizabeth and Paul both described in their 

interviews. As Ella mentions in her story about Paul visiting class, though, it becomes 

apparent that the students present in class were the ones primarily receiving the Paul’s 

message about sound attendance. 

Jess 

“There’s physically absent, but then there’s also mentally absent.” 

 Jess, a white, female is in her early twenties, is the middle of three sisters who 

experienced higher than average rates of absenteeism while at SCHS, and whose dad was 

a janitor with SCSD for most of the time she was a student there. Jess was already a 

senior when chronic absenteeism became formally recognized as a school quality 

indicator. Currently living in Colorado, Jess sat for the interview using Zoom, early one 

morning before her shift for her food service job began, parked in her compact car 

between errands.  

 Defining herself as timid and “to herself,” Jess reflected her self-concept of her 

academic ability in her role as a student. Noting that she has always “learned a lot faster,” 

Jess detailed what action possibilities this ability manifested, sharing 
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It definitely helped to kind of make high school a little less stressful, but it also 
kind of gave me the advantage to, you know, give myself the opportunity to be 
able to help you know people that weren’t learning as fast or you know weren’t 
understanding something. It gave me a purpose within high school. Even if I can, 
you know, help one or two people like that still gives me, you know, some kind of 
need in school.  

 

For Jess, a self-perception of strong ability in school relied an ontological belief that 

having difficulty with learning made attending school infinitely more stressful. Moreover, 

this same self-perception led Jess to develop the perceived action possibility to help 

support other students’ learning, which, in turn led to a purpose while occupying the 

student role. Jess’s endorsement of this purpose in her role as a student, that fulfilling this 

“need” for others gave her own attendance in school a purpose suggests that one purpose 

for attending school in this particular social context emphasizes the peer group as 

opposed to personal goals of attainment or achievement. 

 When reflecting about what absenteeism in high school means, Jess shared the 

following ontological belief, with some epistemological uncertainty, as seen in her 

hesitation regarding the perceived action possibility associated with the role identity of an 

absentee student. “You’re not there. You’re not learning. You’re gonna get left, you’re 

probably gonna get left behind. You know, kind of maybe forgotten.” This belief related 

to a school leader forgetting about or leaving behind a chronically absent student led Jess 

to perceive the behavior of absenteeism as an ineffective action possibility to perform in 

the student role.  

Vertical 

“It’s like the people who play football or basketball can get away with everything.” 
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 Vertical is an African American twenty-year old male student, one year out of 

high school, working full time at a popular market, whose aspirations vacillate between 

training in a skilled trade or college to pursue studies in game design. Younger brother to 

Doll and youngest child to JoJo, Vertical was a classified student who opted for and 

successfully passed in unsupported classes. Most of Vertical’s absences were due to the 

family’s move to a separate town during his senior year. Like Asia’s story, Vertical was 

permitted to stay at SCHS during this move in residence, but the meaning he made about 

attending and staying with SCHS was very different. Sharing his ontological belief about 

a lack of equity in the way school leaders treat students, Vertical explained his 

ontological belief and the way his perceived action possibilities connected to his role as a 

SCHS student were influenced by these beliefs. 

Vertical: It’s like they’re like hip-hop. They’re like Drake. And I’m like a random 
person, just around.  

Researcher: Do you feel like any of that is along racial lines?  

Vertical: Yeah, most definitely racial lines. Basically, like people who had Honor 
(classes) or like, maybe like the real, real, real popular. I’m not trying to say this 
to be racist, but classy, privileged, (White) females can get away with anything. 
Yeah, they can like, cuss out a teacher, and not get in trouble but, see, if I cussed 
out a teacher, I’m getting written up. 

 

In this excerpt, Vertical shares that his behavior, to curse out the teacher, is the same 

behavior that he feels others enact without interference from the school leaders due to 

their privilege. Moreover, Vertical offers a prediction regarding what he perceives as his 

likely consequence from school leaders: disciplinary action ending in an in school 

suspension (ISS), an ontological belief delivered with epistemological certainly due to his 

lived experience. Vertical elaborates  
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It was just still going on with some dumb behind nonsense students. Like they get 
away with throwing footballs in the courtyard. They’re not getting in trouble for 
that. But like, the next year when I threw a football in the courtyard, I get in 
trouble, like lunch detention or ISS (in school suspension) or something like that. 

 

Vertical’s belief about the climate of SCHS, and the perceived action possibilities 

available to him in his role as student was fundamentally out of alignment with his own 

purpose and goals for attending high school. Asked by the researcher what he wanted out 

of high school, Vertical asserts, “I expected respect. I expected cool people around me. I 

expected nice teachers. I expected to have fun.” 

    Vertical concedes that his expectations about high school were not met. Rather 

than being “nice,” most teachers were “annoying.” Reflecting on how it felt to attend 

SCHS, Vertical shared a story involving a teacher that also serves to shed light on the 

climate of SCHS.  

Actually, like in eleventh grade, when I was in eleventh grade, a teacher told that 
to one of my friends. She was like, “Yeah,” like, she was like, “you’re graduating 
at 19? Ugh!”  I think it was pretty childish to say that, like, yeah, you’re a grown 
adult saying that to a student. Okay, maybe like he or she graduates at 19. It’s 
probably like her birthday maybe earlier than graduation. The staff don’t know 
how to talk to students or like what they really came from or who they are.  

 

In this excerpt, Vertical shares an ontological belief that teachers lack an understanding 

of the sociocultural context of students which might have bearing on why, according to 

Vertical, a student could be graduating at an older age, as well as the ways to 

communicate effectively with diverse students.  
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Student Participant Summary and Analysis 

 While all the five participants made their own nuanced meanings of what 

attending or being absent from South Central High School meant to them, motivated 

actions and decision making about attending or not attending classes or school manifested 

in every student participant’s role identity. To put it differently, attending or being absent 

from school universally mattered to all the participants as they recalled their past role 

identity as a high school student. Whether attending school represented a way to leverage 

social capital and influence with school leaders, as was the case with Jess, or an 

opportunity to observe inequity by leaders and teachers as was the case with Vertical, 

student participants told stories that illuminated their actions regarding attendance and 

absenteeism to be influenced by their beliefs, purposes, self-perceptions and action 

possibilities, with role identity change mediated by the control parameters of the cultural 

context they all occupy.  

Parents’ Lived Experiences with a Chronic Absenteeism 

The following vignettes present the stories of three parents whose recent students 

experienced absenteeism at SCHS in the years following the addition of chronic 

absenteeism as an indicator of school quality in the state where SCSD is located, namely 

2014 and on. The participants shared experiences that were both similar and different in 

multiple ways, with themes emerging from the focus group and interviews conducted. 

Their stories provide insight into the lived experiences associated with chronic 

absenteeism at the high school level, and the meaning they make of the practices of 

school and district leaders. 
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Aida 

“They weren’t making him acknowledge what the situation was.” 

 Aida is an African American mother of two, a current senior and a graduated 

student from two school years ago who struggled with truancy his last year. Working for 

the state’s child protective services agency, Aida shares how her knowledge yielded from 

experience in an agency that collaborates with school leadership from time to time. This 

prior experience influenced her beliefs about how a school leader should respond to 

truant students, as well as her emotion of frustration tied to her beliefs about what she 

perceived as a lack of response from leaders to her son regarding his truancy.   

I kind of work in the schools. So I know that attendance is taken seriously at 
times. I have knowledge of other people’s situations and how they’re, they have 
been like involved in truancy court, and you know, things like that, I would have 
expected at some point that would have happened.  

 

For Aida, school leaders used ineffective action possibilities such as empty threats 

directed at her son about the possible loss of academic credit and an unwillingness to 

dialogue about the root causes of her son’s truancy.  

Moreover, Aida also felt the written communication, a widely employed response 

on the part of school leaders towards chronically absent students, also fell flat. Aida 

described how she would get the impersonal form letters from the system, but not a 

customized response from school leaders. “We would get the emails and see letters in the 

mail stating, we’ve had this many absences, and if another two occurred, you know, then 

they would have to take action. We would get those very often.” 
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As a parent, Aida’s son’s struggles with truancy from school was a painfully loud 

signal that something was amiss with Jayden, which she would later find out to be the 

emergence of mental illness. Importantly, while the issues connected to absenteeism such 

as academic jeopardy, emotional struggles, and “delinquent behavior” came to the 

forefront at home, Aida felt the response from leadership seemed to be routinized, 

logistical in emphasis, and superficial in nature. While the communications about the 

absenteeism continued to reach Aida – at least through mailed form letters or through 

emailed warnings from teachers – real dialogue, support and intervention for Jayden or 

Aida seemed to be missing from the responses school leaders, not to mention teachers 

and counselors.  

Speaking for myself, it was difficult because I don’t feel like everybody, or 
anybody was understanding what was happening. He (Jayden) knew no one 
understood, (so) he could mask it and pull off a lot of things he was doing. 

 

In this excerpt, Aida points out that a lack of understanding on the part of school 

leadership may have further enabled risky behavior on the part of Jayden to continue 

unchecked, and further compounding the family’s struggle.    

JoJo 

“The school failed.” 

 Mother to Vertical, Doll, and an older son, JoJo is African American woman, in 

her late forties, who works full time as a manager for an agency serving developmentally 

delayed adults, while maintaining a successful office cleaning business with her family 

on the weekend. Her house is immaculate, complete with modern finishes, interesting art 
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and family portraits warming her walls. Her husband is working in the yard, as I sit down 

to interview her.  

 Having the lived experience of parenting two children who had been suspended 

several times as high school students, JoJo expressed an ontological belief about the 

importance of school leaders knowing their students’ specific attendance pattern, and the 

emotion of anger she felt when this expectation was unfulfilled. JoJo explains 

You know the principal didn’t even take that into consideration. That’s the thing 
that bothers me. It’s not like she was absent from school. She was there everyday. 
Her getting suspended. And the first day they want to say on the phone, “But you 
know with her attendance, she has to be at school.” Okay, give her the chance to 
be at school! Let her come to school without somebody putting their hands on her.  

Expressing frustration that Paul didn’t seem to communicate acknowledgement that 

JoJo’s child, Doll, was in attendance consistently, but was missing a significant portion of 

instructional time due to suspensions from conflicts with peers, JoJo expresses 

frustration, similar to Aida, with the automatic attendance notification calls that 

transpired every day that Doll wasn’t in school. This suggests that without targeted, 

nuanced communication on the part of school leadership, automatic, scripted and vague 

calls and form letters are less than effective for connecting with parents regarding student 

attendance.  

 Due to Doll’s escalating disciplinary consequences related to the zero-tolerance 

disciplinary policy regarding fighting, JoJo had multiple meetings with central office, 

facilitated by Elizabeth, Rob and Paul throughout those high school years. Expressing 

that she did not feel Elizabeth spoke to her or Doll enough, JoJo noted a practice that was 

missing from Elizabeth’s contributions during the disciplinary meetings she attended. “(I 
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rarely heard) any concern about, you know, like, “What can I do better? She didn’t say 

any of that,” noting a lack of responsiveness in their communications with Elizabeth. 

JoJo also shared her ontological belief that some of the district and school leaders, 

white and black, lacked an understanding and a commitment to the specific issues of the 

African American students at SCHS. She described a buffer she sensed between district 

leaders and racially diverse families. “But not doing not a bit of work. She'd retired 

taking over $200,000. She didn't do nothing with black minority here. She didn't do 

nothing and she had her secretaries and them talk for her.” Revealing an ontological 

belief that the real “work” of an educational leader entailed consistent interaction with all 

of the families regardless of race, JoJo reveals the emotions of frustration and anger tied 

to a second perception that Elizabeth has failed to fulfill her expectation about the kind of 

work a leader does and has not rightfully earned her salary. 

Similarly, as JoJo is making an epistemological statement as an absolute truth 

claim about the meaning of one district leader’s actions, she echoes similar beliefs about 

other school leaders. About Paul she shares, “Right he'd scream at that the black group 

but be all calm with the others. Right? That’s What made me flip on him.” In this excerpt, 

JoJo shares a perceived action possibility, expressing anger with Paul, a high school 

leader, that she employed in relation to her ontological belief about his disposition 

towards different student groups. Related to this, she shares her epistemological belief, 

expressed as a question (“Right?”) to the researcher, suggesting JoJo’s perceived need for 

the researcher to corroborate her credibility, and the source of her knowledge. Reflection 

on her experiences with her children who experienced absenteeism through the parent 

role identity system, and exploration of the way school and district leaders engaged with 
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diverse students went further to elicit emotions tied to those ontological beliefs, as well as 

the action possibilities she perceived as available and effective in her role as a parent. 

Patrice 

“They still sit back and talk about, oh remember when we was in class.” 

 An African American mother of four children who came through SCHS, and now 

a grandmother, Patrice is in her late forties and has worked for the last fifteen years as the 

high school’s main office secretary, facilitating the communications for both discipline 

and attendance processes. Her workspace is where I conducted her interview, decorated 

with pictures of her family, helpful signage to parents and teachers needing assistance 

that she created, and her aquarium of fish which seem to add a note of serenity to the 

typically busy main office. When her children attended SCHS, she lived in the city 

surrounding the district, and served as an active parent volunteer and coordinator for the 

school’s Parent Teacher Association (PTA). Her youngest child, her only daughter, was 

in her last year at SCHS just as chronic absenteeism was added as an indicator of school 

quality. As such, Patrice had the unique vantage point of experiencing leadership 

practices and decisions from multiple perspectives (e.g., parent and staff person) and 

from different eras at least as far as how attendance and absenteeism were conceptualized 

(i.e., average daily attendance versus chronic absenteeism). 

 Patrice describes her purpose for her children to attend and graduate high school, 

and the emotion tied to this purpose, sharing the following about attending and 

graduating high school, with high school graduation serving a primary goal in her 

perception, but certainly not the only educational goal that Patrice had for her children. 
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“Then they can either go to college or work or you know, start being an adult. So that’s 

one thing like I was proud of them to push through and not give up.” Thus, for Patrice, 

attending and completing high school successfully supported other important quality of 

life outcomes. 

 As Patrice reflected on her children attending school, she shared a story about a 

time when her son, Terrence (pseudonym) was tardy to school, and how she received 

support and guidance from school personnel, in this case Terrence’s basketball coach and 

teachers. 

Yeah, and I think there was one time that I remember, I didn't know 
that Terrence was not in school, and I didn't see him, didn't even think 
about it because you know, I work here I see all the kids, until Jon 
(pseudonym) called me and said, yo -  and he was on the basketball 
team - he's like, why is Terrence  just coming to school? And I'm like, 
What are you talking about, and it's funny because it wasn't just him 
calling me, it was other teachers on like on his walk yo right what's 
going on why is Terrence just, like, late? So it was like, almost like he 
had other adults, watching out for him like, you know, and I appreciated 
that. Yeah. Yeah, absolutely. 
 

Through this story, Patrice illuminates an important cultural meaning related 

to student attendance, manifesting in the sociocultural context: that in order to 

meet the school’s expectations regarding student attendance, families may 

require additional support from school leaders regarding attendance and 

absenteeism. 

 And you know we all don't have that but at that time, I needed that 
because my husband was always traveling somewhere, so it was like, 
almost being like a single mom like let me get these kids going yeah but 
yeah, I appreciate it. 
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In this excerpt, Patrice articulates how specific actions - observing her student coming in 

late and  informing her expediently - helped her, as the sole parent, address the 

attendance problem with her high school student. Perceiving it as a demonstration of care 

and concern, Patrice seems to highlight that she was fortunate at that time to receive that 

support, pointing to Terrence’s participation on the basketball team and her own position 

in the main office at SCHS as relevant contextual factors influencing that extra support 

regarding her student’s attendance.  

Parent Participant Summary and Analysis 

 Finally, like the student and school leader groups of participants, the parent 

participants each presented unique oral narratives that highlighted their beliefs, purposes, 

goals, self-perceptions, and action possibilities associated with their rich, complex, and 

contextualized role identity systems (Kaplan & Garner, 2017) as a parent of a chronically 

absent high school student. All three parents had multiple students who struggled with 

very different kinds of absenteeism attend SCHS, and all three parent participants told 

stories noting the varying experiences each of their own children had had with 

absenteeism and attending school. Unlike Aida and JoJo who overwhelmingly pointed 

out the ways that school leaders, counselors, and teachers did not address their students’ 

experiences with absenteeism, Patrice attributed these same school agents with partnering 

with her, but specified this additional support was connected to her son’s role in high 

school athletics and her concurrent role as the secretary working with attendance 

reporting and communications for past and present SCHS school leaders, including 

Elizabeth, Paul, Eric and Joe. In this way, the narratives of these three parent participants 

illustrate the continuous formation of the parent role identity, influenced by the 
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interactions with their own, other role identities and the role identities of others also 

occupying the context. Moreover, all parent participants conceived of absenteeism in 

nuanced and complex ways, often pointing out the qualitative differences among different 

types of absences such as which kind of absences had an important rationale and which 

did not, and what these distinctions meant to them. 

Cross-Participant Summary and Analysis    

All the seventeen participants across the three groups (i.e., school leaders, 

students, parents), occupied roles in a shared context (SCHS) that included the 

manifestation of chronic absenteeism at the high school level. As Kaplan et al. (2019) 

assert, norms, expectations, affordances, and constraints regarding social categorizations 

of attending school, as is the focus in this study, differ across groups within a social 

context. These social categorizations of what it means to attend or be absent from school 

frame the construction of different goals, self-perceptions, beliefs, and action possibilities 

across participants. For instance, participants who grew up in and near poverty, like 

Patrice, Farrah and Eric, frame their beliefs about families experiencing chronic 

absenteeism differently than participants who grew up in upper middle-class homes such 

as Paul, or in middle- and working-class homes such as Doll, Ella, or Chris. Socio-

economic status is just one of many categorizations that influence how participants 

framed the meanings they made about absenteeism within the context; indeed, cultural 

characteristics such as race, level of parental education, age, ethnicity also influenced the 

meanings the participants made and shaded their narratives in unique ways, both within 

and across participant groups.  
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Discussion of Themes 

 While school leaders shared stories that illuminated myriad beliefs, goals, 

purposes, self-perceptions, self-definitions, behaviors and action possibilities that 

comprised their school leader role identity systems, there were commonalities across 

content and process, as well as important  disconnects between the meanings associated 

with these stories and the lived experiences of chronically absent students and parents, as 

seen through the stories of the students and parent participants. Through the analysis of 

observations, interviews, focus group, artifacts, and documents over the sample of 

seventeen participants, I found that school leaders’ motivated actions toward chronically 

absent students, as well as this behavior’s meaning to these leaders, is influenced by 

emerging, changing, interdepending components of a complex role identity system. This 

corresponds with theory and research exploring a complex dynamic systems approach to 

identity processes (Kaplan, Garner & Brock, 2019; Pintrich, 2003). The three main 

themes are as follows: 

 An emphasis on the logistics of attendance and absenteeism processes instead of a 

focus on the meanings that students or parents make regarding attendance and 

absenteeism. 

 The contrast between what school leaders and what students and parents construct 

as ontological and epistemological beliefs, perceived action possibilities, 

purposes, and self-definitions related to attending school.  
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 An increase in fragmentation in the school leader’s role identity system associated 

with accountability pressure acting as a control parameter in the RI system of the 

leader. 

Emphasis on Logistical Guidance over the Salience of Attendance to Parents and 

Students 

 Each school leader participant noted or alluded to epistemological beliefs, stated 

as absolute truth claims, concerning the ubiquitous nature of the practitioner processes 

associated with student attendance, which includes well-established components such as 

collection, tracking, using attendance as a proxy for engagement and intervention. With 

the student attendance process universally framed as serving an incontrovertible purpose, 

attendance and absenteeism guidance from leaders and teachers is often communicated as 

a given, too universal to detail in communications. Despite the rapidly changing 

educational landscape at SCSD that went from a largely conventional, face to face model 

prior to COVID to a distance learning model that initially incorporated asynchronous 

work with little instruction or progress monitoring that evolved and adapted as the initial 

weeks wore on, a pattern well established across school systems, counties, and states 

(Lake, 2020). Eventually, like many other school systems, SCSD developed a model with 

all remote, synchronous capabilities that could be employed expediently in tandem with a 

hybrid model, framed for parents as a choice that could be made marking period by 

marking period. For SCHS, the school year started using an all- remote model, with a 

small stretch of hybrid, in-person learning available to students prior returning to an all-

remote model, as the Fall of 2020 wore on.  
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As Gerald, Paul, Eric, Chris, Joe, and Rob formulated the action possibilities and 

goals associated with reopening the high school during a pandemic, they had many new 

processes and models to adapt expediently to, while simultaneously teaching and 

communicating these adaptations to teachers, students and parents. Perhaps no process 

changed as markedly as the basic notion of how students would attend school. Thus, one 

theme present is the emphasis in school leader practices and decisions on logistical 

guidance over the salient meaning of the absenteeism for students. In a September memo 

to high school teachers on the verge of reopening school, Paul shared with his teachers 

some logistical guidance about the new attendance procedures via Google Classroom, 

ending with the explicit purpose to ensure that students “are ready for the first day of 

classes,” presumably made ready by adherence to these logistical steps. Likewise, the 

recounted stories of the participants such as Paul, Gerald, Eric, and Joe regarding the 

purpose or ontological belief associated with attending school included an emphasis on 

how attendance would be taken, how it would be different than the last school year’s 

model during the first part of the pandemic, and the accountability associated with 

attendance tracking for districts, as evidenced by the correspondence from the state and 

district and school leaders, as well as what was being said in the meetings throughout the 

first summer and first marking period of the school year. In November, Paul clarified that 

attendance should not be taken until 8:25 a.m., to catch some of the earlier, tardy students 

to be identified as tardy, but not absent. As grade and attendance data from the newly 

completed first marking period closed began to emerge, Paul utilized the faculty meeting 

at the end of November to share additional action possibilities to boost attendance, 

including the return of attendance teams, a strategy that SCHS had used when Elizabeth 
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was a top leader at the central office level. In December, Gerald sent a document to 

faculty containing an additional logistical requirement for attending remotely, that is that 

student cameras had to be on, guidance that stood in stark contrast with the everyday, 

emergent practices of students. By the middle of December, Gerald had shared that 

chronic absenteeism rates had more than doubled, course failures had skyrocketed as 

compared with the prior year, and a comprehensive plan was in the works. 

 What seemed to be backgrounded in formal correspondence, meeting agendas and 

memos was the salient meanings that attending school held for students and parents 

operating in their respective sociocultural roles in this markedly different setting. To 

enumerate, families were thrown into a school day where students had to log in on time, 

engage in online class meetings where teachers and classmates had glimpses and earfuls 

of students’ home lives,  where families with multiple school-aged children had to 

accumulate their own school supplies, work spaces, and lighting, where families with 

minimal English proficiency had to try to glean the meaning of communications from the 

school or share their challenges with access to technology, all in an unfamiliar language, 

where students had to interface with programs unfamiliar to them and their parents, and 

where students had to watch themselves on camera while in class, just to name a few of 

the adaptations. As cultural meanings about attending school via video conferencing 

within homes in low income neighborhoods that were ill-equipped to house remote 

learning programs due to complex causes and receiving educational services  in vastly 

different and arguably less effective ways emerged and influenced the self-perceptions, 

beliefs, goals, and perceived action possibilities of the students, parents and school 

leaders, the formal communication about attendance and widespread student absenteeism 
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did not reflect knowledge of these cultural meanings or recalibrate from its earlier, 

logistical emphasis at any time during the first marking period. As this study was drawing 

to a close, approximately five weeks after the first marking period closed, a 

comprehensive pandemic academic and attendance response plan was in development, in 

line with guidance from the county, and along with the other school systems within the 

county.  

 Importantly, the school leaders who experienced living in and near poverty as 

school-aged children, Eric and Farrah, noted a broader understanding of the cultural 

meanings mediating student attendance that included ontological beliefs concerning the 

way that cultural characteristics constrain the meaning that students, parents and school 

leaders have about attending school. In short, participants without this lived experience 

did not seem to culturally situate their ontological beliefs about student attendance and 

absenteeism, as observed in formal meetings, forums, and communications to faculty and 

parents, as seen in the parent forum in August, and the district wide professional 

development day prior to the school year starting at the end of August, and the high 

school’s first faculty meeting in September. This omission resulted in a dominant 

emphasis on the logistics of student attendance processes rather than the salient cultural 

meanings, despite the fact that the school leader participants displayed extensive content 

knowledge about the research attention on attendance as a school quality indicator, as 

well as experience in the context undergirding these decisions and actions as evidenced in 

their in-depth interviews regarding the barriers that low income families face and the 

corresponding racial and socioeconomic opportunity and achievement gaps prevalent in 

the K-12 context.  
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Contrast in the Content of the of the RI System by Participant Roles  

 Perhaps the most dominant theme pointing to the contrast between the way school 

leaders perceive student attendance and the lived experience of chronically absent 

students and parents is related to the knowledge of behaviors available in the role, or the 

perceived action possibilities (Kaplan & Garner, 2017). For school leaders, attending 

school largely meant action possibilities illuminating opportunities for learning and 

growth and establishing social connections and interests, goals that included notions of 

academic achievement, and self-perceptions pointing to ability. The experience was 

aligned with the values and worldviews of their parents, as evidenced in several 

interviews with school leaders. Joe described how his parents, amidst a backdrop of 

mobility, “issues” and divorce, still maintained high standards regarding school, an 

ideology that shaped his own goals and action possibilities related to attending school. 

Even though my home life wasn’t, I mean I had a mom and a dad, but I wouldn’t 
say it was normal or traditional, clearly, clearly, you know obvious, readily 
apparent, that my parents had some issues, but we still went to school. Like, you 
know, education was stressed. Like that was not a negotiable thing. Like whatever 
issues my parents had they did agree that school was important.   

 

Similarly, for Paul, ontological beliefs, goals and action possibilities about attending 

school were shaped by the values of siblings, parents, and sociocultural context.  

(My brothers and sister) really set a great, I think, foundation for me to aspire to 
in the classroom and in their athletics. And I wanted to be like my older brothers 
and sister. When I got to high school, you know, one of the big things for our 
family was how important high school was in our community. I think my parents 
did a l great job of making lifelong friends in town and I grew up with many 
family friends. 
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Like Paul, Farrah, coming from a very different cultural background, similarly shared her 

a self-perception about her success in high school leading to her effectiveness in 

subsequent roles, sharing the following story  

I think my high school experiences were ones that kind of helped shape me and 
push me in a direction I always know what the tape was no one wants to be in 
education as a little girl. Why boys playing Barbies in house, I was playing 
teacher. I would go to school the last day of school and ask the teachers to give 
me the old textbooks that they were gonna be tossing out, and then I had all those 
in my room. And so whenever my cousins and things came over I was teacher so 
I, those things I do remember. But I think my high school experiences, really 
helped put me on the track that I got to do these things to be successful. 
  

While all school leaders recounted stories that illuminated an array of action possibilities 

that included the strategy of self-regulated motivation related to attending school and the 

goals associated with this action, the stories of the student and parent participants were 

markedly different. For example, Doll had difficulty in conceiving new action 

possibilities associated with attending SCHS, beyond negative interactions with peers and 

teachers. Placed in the resource setting, she shared her ontological belief about a surefire 

way to garner respect from both peers and teachers alike was to engage in fighting. With 

fighting came disciplinary consequences, primarily suspensions, that led to absence from 

class. Doll explained, “Some students are fighters. (They want) a tough reputation or 

something. Its about reputation. The fighting part, that is. Because everyone talks about it 

if someone gets into a fight.” 

JoJo shared similar ontological beliefs about the way that cultural characteristics 

influenced the meaning of attending school, manifested through teacher practices, for 

students noting, “I think it’s a certain area you live in. How teachers are. I guess the kids 

and how all the kids are, I guess the teacher threw her in near in the same category with 
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the other ones.” For JoJo, access to high quality principal and teacher responses seemed 

inextricably linked to the socioeconomic level of the school and its surrounding 

neighborhoods. Moreover, JoJo felt more effective management of difficult students by 

school leaders would have enabled Doll to feel less threatened and as a result, attend 

school without getting in fights, as seen in this except. “(We needed) stronger leadership. 

As far as the principal and the teachers taking control of situations.”  

Likewise, Aida believed school leadership’s management of student behaviors, in 

this case truancy, led to additional absenteeism on the part of her child. Aida’s 

ontological belief about the lack of enforcement of the school’s attendance policy 

influencing her son’s motivated actions toward absenteeism.  

I don't know if maybe the school knew something was going on so they didn't 
push it, because I kind of work with the schools. So I know that attendance is 
taken seriously, at times, but then it just so happened in our situation, I don't think 
that it was and I was hoping or expecting would be, for instance like the truancy, 
like a lot of cutting school and class, you know I was hoping. So like, if it wasn't 
enforced, it would have forced all parties to maybe take this situation seriously 
but because it wasn't enforce.  

 

In this excerpt, Aida points out how attendance may not be regarded as equally important 

across students by school leaders, as seen in her qualification of the her ontological 

belief, “attendance is taken seriously,” with “in our situation, I don’t think it was.”  Aida 

was also concerned her son was not understood or even considered as an individual by 

school leaders.   

I guess being around his peers. He could get away with not doing anything or 
delinquent behavior because it was just looked at as, like, a group, you know, 
that's what they were doing, you know, that's the norm. When that wasn't the 
norm. 
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Like JoJo, Aida perceived her son was getting categorized with other students with 

delinquent and school avoidant behaviors by his school leaders, rather than school leaders 

picking up on the fundamental reasons for their absences. While Aida identified that 

school leaders failed to act on Tyere’s mental health challenges which enabled Tyere’s 

truancy, JoJo attributed a lack of response to bullying and other school climate issues as 

the dominant failure of school leaders creating major attendance-related problems for 

Doll and to a lesser degree, Vertical. 

 In sum, parents and students had mixed emotions connected to their RI’s self-

perceptions, purpose, beliefs, and action possibilities related to student attendance. Farrah 

offered this explanation as to why parents, specifically, may have mixed emotions 

connected to these components regarding their students attending school. “Some people 

had negative experiences in school themselves, so they don’t see school as a positive 

thing. And so that becomes a challenge as well. Some of our parents don’t see school as a 

positive place.” 

Elizabeth, coming from a very different cultural background, agreed with Farrah 

that parent’s perceptions about school, originating from their own early experiences were 

salient in the formulation of their beliefs, purpose, goals and action possibilities of their 

parent RI system. About the action possibilities of school leaders regarding promoting 

solid student attendance with parents she succinctly noted 

It’s pretty tough, especially when you’re dealing with parents who didn’t like 
school, weren’t successful in school, didn’t do anything with school. They 
certainly didn’t love it like I did because I would have rather been in school than 
anywhere else.  
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Elizabeth’s epistemological belief is delivered with unmistakable certainty, regarding the 

difference in how the parents of absentee students perceive school and her own self 

perception of attending school, suggesting just how powerful cultural meanings about 

processes like student attendance can be for those occupying a sociocultural role of 

school leader. This excerpt also shows how Elizabeth, while occupying her school leader 

role, develops attributions for school avoidance and absenteeism that squarely place the 

focus on individual student identity and motivation processes, as opposed to a broader 

focus which includes systemic and cultural factors in her attributions. 

RI Fragmentation and School Leaders’ Responses to Accountability Pressure 

 Like countless educational leaders across the country, the nine school leader 

participants contended with pressure from several different accountability systems, which 

often work at cross purposes with one another. For most of the school leader participants, 

increasing amounts of accountability pressure led to fragmentation of the role identity 

system, characterized by components in disharmony and misalignment.  

To develop understanding of accountability pressure as a control parameter in the 

RI systems of educational leaders, a memo from the state’s Department of Education 

outlining the procedures to complete the application for state aid, addressed to chief 

school administrators and forwarded by a district leader to the counselors of SCSD 

provides insight. In this memo, school districts are asked to prepare a detailed audit trail 

for how the October 2020 pupil count was conducted. Framing this district leader’s 

guidance to principals was a directive to have teachers and attendance officers follow 

through with investigating where chronically absent students were, and to ensure the 

student information system had accurate information and that the rosters reflected who 
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was, in fact, attending. What is not stated on the memo are the steps that district and 

school leaders typically enact to ensure that students who are not attending are not being 

counted on the roster, actions that impact the pathway to graduation as students get older, 

particularly past the age for compulsory attendance, which is sixteen in the state where 

SCSD is located.  

In addition to the state aid memo, other district-level data from observations and 

documentations can shed light on the emphasis on accountability regarding attendance 

and absenteeism. During a late November faculty meeting, Paul shared additional 

accountability that school leaders and teachers would be subjected to regarding the use of 

their office hours. Specifically, teachers and counselors would maintain a detailed, daily 

log which was to include the contacts they made to chronically absent and failing 

students and parents and the families that were unreachable. Paul also provided guidance 

for teachers on the importance of frequently updating their online gradebook through the 

student information system. Beyond these somewhat conventional accountability pieces, 

Paul also introduced the importance of class period attendance for contact tracing for 

COVID-19 and the district rule, communicated by Gerald that same day, that cameras 

had to be on to demonstrate a student’s attendance in virtual classes and that students 

would need an exemption, issued by Paul, in order to bypass. This action suggests the 

increasing importance that attendance-related accountability has assumed during the 

pandemic, as well as the constraints that this accountability pressure puts on leaders, 

teachers, parents and students.  

It is important to note that Paul, in response to teachers’ clarifying questions, 

acknowledged that parents may not be aware of their students’ disengagement from their 



136  

 
 

remote classes, as evidenced by the camera being off and how challenging the 

expectation about the cameras could be families. Equally important to note is that when 

Paul and Chris both shared their challenges with virtual meetings taken place at their 

respective homes, describing how they were conducting meetings and calls at home with 

their children and spouses also working throughout the house, their frames of reference, 

houses with an habitable, finished basement (Paul) and enclosed, year-round porch 

(Chris) are vastly different from the homes and circumstances of the majority of families 

that SCSD serves.  

By December, the first marking period grading and attendance data had been 

analyzed by the administrative team, and a heightened focus on chronic absenteeism 

ensued. In early December, Eric shared some of the emotions tied to his own 

endorsement of his purpose and important action possibilities, and the tension between 

that purpose and the purpose associated with the accountability pressure he was facing 

from leaders with positional power over him. For example, Eric described a perceived 

action possibility where he could offer older students who were working at jobs during 

instructional hours to attend and earn credit on an online learning program completed on 

their own time. The district, Eric argued, had adequate subscriptions already purchased 

for credit recovery purposes, and could be applied to this broader purpose with no 

additional cost to the district. Knowing this setting accommodation would run contrary to 

state requirement to provide live, synchronous instruction for students, Eric reveals a 

strong ontological belief that this accommodation could be a promising solution for 

students who are chronically absent and placed at risk for dropout. Illustrating this 

fragmentation in role identity, Eric shares his emotion of frustration and anger with this 
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tension between his beliefs and purpose, his leader role identity and the perceived role 

identities of his superiors, among other misaligned and disintegrated components. 

“You’re basically giving me the resources I need, but telling me I can’t use them. I can 

only use them at certain times. Its hindering, and I can just kept saying, ‘I’m not even 

looking at the numbers anymore.’”  With epistemological certainty, Eric points to the 

impact that such leadership decisions will have on the state report card, which reports 

both graduation and chronic absenteeism rates. “But that's not going to become real with 

you until you see that the state report card, then you're going to be like what happened? 

I'm telling you now, this is what's happening.” 

Expressing an ontological understanding of the importance of an accountability 

policy regarding absenteeism, Paul touched on a similar tension in his role identity 

between his belief supporting the rigors of accountability from the state and his own 

ontological beliefs associated with how the cultural characteristics are unaccounted for in 

the state’s accountability measure. 

Well the state has made it such an emphasis, and you know put an emphasis, and 
has, you know, put chronic absenteeism at the forefront, which I like. I just don’t 
like the fact we are dinged on it. Because again, our students have so many 
challenges, and getting to school for a lot of them, is a huge, huge win. And we 
get dinged because all of the trauma and the mental health issues that our kids are 
facing. And we are doing the best we can.  

 

Importantly, Paul’s assumptions about the attributions of chronic absenteeism are largely 

external to the school system (e.g. family trauma, implicit dispositions of students or 

parents).  
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Similarly, Gerald captured the increasing rigor in accountability and its broad 

applications in the following excerpt. By sharing an ontological belief about how the 

level of accountability and the manifestation of accountability systems had changed 

throughout his own career trajectory, Gerald demonstrates a robust understanding of the 

cause and effect in the context and how it influences leadership decisions.  

There's much more of a focus. The policy is, you know, this, it's one of 
those things where, you know, at the beginning of my career, attendance 
was like, okay, you know, we'll work around it, we'll find a loophole, we'll 
give an exemption, I think it's become much more stringent. I guess that's 
the way to say it. This, you know, and it had to be a look at just the 
scorecard and look at our QSAC points, and just the accountability piece 
is so much higher, and you could really probably make that argument 
and a lot of things, teacher evaluation, you know, when I started it was a 
checklist and now it's obviously a rubric. And it's so you know, 
mathematically oriented and all that so I think I think it's become, 
policies became more stringent. There's less flexibility. There's more 
accountability. 

 

Like Paul, Gerald describes the tension between an ontological belief of the importance 

of the flexibility for leaders to choose the actions available in their role that they feel 

supports the purpose and goals associated with the role, and an ontological belief 

endorsing accountability measures that are vital to measuring the equity of a school 

system, or as Wayne succinctly put it, “Well it’s that old saying that things that get 

assessed, get done.” However, like Eric, Gerald shares a self-perception that suggests that 

a degree of fragmentation in the RI system, caused by the tensions experienced in his 

current leader role during unprecedented contextual shifts and turbulence that took place 

with the COVID pandemic. 

I'm telling you like, the last few months, I've been questioning that myself. 
So now, um, I don't know, it was kind of like this. I didn't know if I ever 
wanted to leave teaching because I loved it so much. 
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For Gerald, his ontological beliefs about educational leadership during the pandemic 

seemed to trigger a decrease in the degree of integration he had experienced between his 

self-concept of his ability in his prior, much loved role of a teacher versus his self-

concept of his ability in the role of new, top leader at the central office level, amidst 

profound contextual turbulence. Even as school systems across the state continued to 

experience school closures due to COVID-19 across the state and elevated levels of 

chronic absenteeism and disengagement, guidance from the state about the state test that 

serves as a statewide graduation requirement in conventional years was still in flux a few 

weeks before the testing window was due to open. The evolving nature of state and 

federal accountability measures during a pandemic can be seen in the following memos 

from the state, one in late January introducing guidance concerning a brand-new remote 

administration of the state test, followed by a second memo two weeks later documenting 

a postponement of two weeks to “ease the burden of preparation” for district and school 

leaders, citing that the federal guidance had not waived the states’ assessment 

requirement.  
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Figure 3  

State Memos Concerning High Stakes Testing
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Figure 3 (continued) 
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As noted in the memos, school and district leaders were responsible for preparing for the 

administration of the state assessment which includes timely implementation of on-site 

training of educators and communication and coordination with parents and students to 

take the assessment, many of which are opting to learn remotely. As planning for the 

state assessment was under way, there was pressure between the purpose to bring 

students back to face to face instruction, amidst high levels of absenteeism and course 

failures, and policy constraints due to emerging guidance from the relevant agencies such 

as the Center for Disease Control (CDC). In a March 2021 communication to district 

employees, Gerald frames this conflict between these purposes as best resolved through 

the careful planning and firm deadlines in a memorandum writing: 

STUDENTS CURRENTLY REMOTE 
• For students currently in the all-remote model who desire to return to 2 OR 4 

days/week of in-person instruction - March 29, 2021 deadline to request a 
return. If there are more students interested in returning than spaces available, a 
lottery system will be utilized. Until CDC guidance requiring 6-feet of social 
distance between individuals is relaxed, we do not have the physical space to 
accommodate all students. 

  
We must adhere strictly to these decision deadlines for planning purposes – We 
cannot make exceptions. 

  
This response to the challenge of capacity for bringing remote students back exists in 

stark contrast to his ontological belief that all students have the capacity to be engaged 

and subsequently motivated to learn, if simply in attendance, shared through a story of his 

classroom teacher days and connected to his prior role identity as a teacher.  

Usually I could find something in the classroom that I could use to motivate 
them. Whether it was a strategy, a personal connection, anything, how do I get 
them there is really the key. So my thought was always like, hey, if I make my 
classroom inviting, and the kids know that they can come to me and they can, 
I'm going to care because I do about what they're what they're interested in or 
what's going on with their lives. I can make those personal connection with 
them. They're more likely to come to school just to say hey, I'm gonna go on 
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and bust bust on Lerner (pseudonym) today because we will beat the Giants. 
But I've got them there. So I've won the battle.  

 

Indeed, the “battle” of engaging and connecting with students in attendance means a very 

different thing for Gerald now occupying his role as a top district leader, contending with 

accountability pressure operating to repel and fragment Gerald’s RI system, a system 

which still includes the purposes, goals and beliefs which reverberate from his days as a 

high school history teacher, talking to typically disengaged students about football 

rivalries. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this narrative study was to explore the ways that school leaders’ 

role identity systems influenced their motivated actions towards chronic absenteeism at 

the high school level. From the stories of nine school leaders, three parents and five 

former students who occupied their sociocultural roles at a small, urban high school in 

the Tri-State area, we were able to glean the ways in which their self-perceptions, 

purposes, goals, ontological and epistemological beliefs, and perceived action purposes 

emerge and reciprocally influence each other (Kaplan, Garner & Brock, 2019) as a 

complex, dynamic system in response to the multifaceted issue of chronic absenteeism. 

The three overarching themes that emerged from the narrative analysis indicate that 

school leaders’ motivated actions towards chronic absenteeism are influenced by 

contextual factors, and cultural meanings and processes. Subsequently, there are vast 

differences in the ways school leaders, parents and students formulate their motivated 

actions towards chronic absenteeism. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 In this final chapter of the dissertation, I discuss this study’s findings and their 

implications for theory, practice and for future research.  Next, I discuss the limitations of 

the study and conclude with a few closing remarks concerning the role identities of 

school leaders, students and parents experiencing chronic absenteeism at the high school 

level and future directions. 

Summary of the Study 

 Chronic absenteeism has many causes and will certainly require myriad solutions. 

Some of the problems are inherent to systems and structures outside of the school system 

and need solutions that are outside of the school system’s purview. Nevertheless, some of 

the problems exist within the influence of the school system and its leaders. 

Correspondingly, educational leaders are tasked with helping students who are 

chronically absent to improve their attendance. While on its face attendance is both 

simple to conceptualize and measure, it has proven to be elusive in terms of the 

complexities related both to measurement and intervention work.  

Undoubtedly, attendance collection is a ubiquitous process widely used in schools 

across different periods in time and different cultures. As such, school leaders have had to 

contend with attendance as an important indicator of program quality, originating in the 

early urban schools of the nineteenth century (Mann, 1838 as cited in Hutt, 2018; Tyack, 

1974; Hutt, 2018), with attendance also operating as a strategic leadership tool, leveraged 

by leaders to buffer teachers and leaders from the system’s most difficult students to 
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manage (Tropea, 1987, 2005). Yet little is known about the motivational and identity 

processes that influence school leaders’ actions towards chronically absent students. 

Beyond viewing chronic absenteeism through the rigid and narrow lens of accountability, 

school leaders are faced with a ubiquitous and enduring problem that is widely 

understood to be a critical, if elusive, component of school reform.  

The purpose of this narrative study was to explore the motivated actions of school 

leaders towards chronically absent students at the high school level, the meaning of these 

actions to the school leaders, and the ways these actions might influence future iterations 

of the school leaders’ role identity system. The research questions that guided this study 

were:  

• How do the school leader’ role identity components (i.e., ontological and 

epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; perceived action possibilities; 

self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with one another to 

inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students?  

• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of adults who were chronically absent students in high 

school?   

• To what extent do the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders about 

supporting chronically absent students compare and contrast to the lived 

experiences of parents and guardians of adults who were chronically 

absent students in high school?   
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Employing a narrative approach (Kim, 2016; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and relying on 

the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (Kaplan & Garner, 2017) as the theoretical 

framework, the study specifically explored the continuously emerging content, structure 

and process of the role identity system of nine school leader participants of one diverse, 

low-income school district regarding chronically absent students as captured in their 

stories, artifacts, documents, and perspectives and behaviors as documented through 

observations. Additionally, the study explored the stories of three parents of recent high 

school students who experienced chronic absenteeism and five recent high school 

students who experienced chronic absenteeism firsthand. The school leaders, parents, and 

students were all associated with the same district, SCSD, and specifically, the same high 

school, SCHS, and interacted with one another in a variety of ways while in their roles. 

Through the analysis of the stories generated by the life history-oriented interviews and a 

focus group of all seventeen participants, the artifacts, and documents collected, and the 

observations of all of the school leader participants, both unique and common aspects to 

the meanings that school leaders made about chronic absenteeism emerged.  

 The stories of the participants referenced an array of accountability measures and 

policies that influenced their actions towards chronic absenteeism. From Gerald, Wayne 

and Elizabeth recounting the introduction of attendance rate on the school’s report card, 

to Doll referencing the importance of the school’s “rating” to parents, accountability 

pressure consistently shaped school leaders’ responses, cohering with the extant literature 

the way that accountability systems and policies influence leadership practices and 

decisions associated with absenteeism and attendance at the high school level (Mireles-

Rios, Rios & Reyes 2020; Bartanen, 2020; Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018; Lukes, 2014). The 
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student and parent participants in this study had absenteeism-related experiences shaped 

by leadership decisions and responses to policies related to zero tolerance and 

suspension, graduation exam requirements, graduation rate, over-classification of specific 

student subgroups in Special Education, attendance, and course credit policies. Aida, for 

instance, shared she felt school leaders advanced her truant son towards graduation 

without addressing his absences or his mental health needs. Doll and JoJo recalled how 

Doll was coached to go home, amounting to class absences, but providing a buffer from 

additional class disruptions and an elevated suspension rate. In short, individual 

accountability measures often conflict and compete with chronic absenteeism policies or 

other policies related to important equity indicators and operate as pivotal control 

parameters for the role identity systems of the school leader participants of this study. 

 Additionally, the nine participants in this study shared stories that illuminated 

how their complex and dynamic role identity system influenced their motivated actions 

towards chronically absent students was, as well as future iterations of their role identity 

system. Whilst Jess discussed her goal to occupy the student role again in her future, 

Gerald recalled how meaningful his past role identities as teacher and supervisor were to 

him. Chris shared his self-perceptions of himself as a leader in great depth and Farrah 

explained her ontological belief about a social justice to educational leadership. 

Consistent with multiple perspectives on  identity as a concept being primarily concerned 

with an individual’s self-understanding providing a foundation for their interpretations 

about the world, events, (Kaplan & Flum; 2009; Kroger, 2006), these participants’ stories 

relayed their goals, ontological beliefs, self-definitions, and perceived action possibilities 

related to their work with chronically absent students all touched on the themes of 
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accountability systems operating as a control parameter in their respective RI systems, 

the tension between logistical concerns over salience of meanings in communications, 

and that the divergent meanings related to attendance and absenteeism among leaders, 

students, and parents.  

In this chapter, I will discuss the findings of the study in relation to the extant 

literature and situate these findings using the complex, dynamic systems perspective on 

identity (Kaplan & Garner, 2017). At the completion of the chapter, I will also explain 

the limitations of the study, as well as the implications for future research, theory, and 

practice. I conclude this dissertation with a few, brief thoughts regarding the motivated 

actions of school and district leaders regarding chronic absenteeism at the high school 

level, and future directions.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The school leader, student and parent participants relayed stories that illuminate 

the meanings that attending and being absent from high school had to each participant. 

The overarching conclusion from the analysis of the observations, interviews, focus 

group, artifacts, and documents is that school and district leaders’ motivated actions 

towards chronically absent students are the result of a complex, dynamic role identity 

system featuring continuously emerging, contextualized, interdependent influences. 

These influences developed from within the RI system (e.g., the leader’s implicit 

disposition, the sociocultural context), but also from outside of the RI system (e.g., 

accountability system, the RI of a superior, the RI of a difficult to reach, absentee student 

or parent) and as such, are subject to adaptation through non-linear shifts. This 

conclusion corresponds with existing theory and research about the ways that an 
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individual’s sense of identity can change and adapt in response to motivational 

phenomena such as perceptions about future identities (Master et al., 2016; Kaplan, 

Garner & Brock, 2019; Flum & Kaplan, 2006). Furthermore, the DSMRI framework 

identifies the dynamic and nonlinear changes that emerge in the role identity system 

which operate as attractor and repellor states and manifest important structural changes 

within the individual’s RI system (Kaplan, Garner & Brock, 2019), as was the case with 

the nuanced ways that Eric, Paul and Gerald experienced accountability pressure, causing 

changes in the complexity, alignment and harmony of their beliefs, goals, action 

possibilities and self-perceptions associated with their respective RI systems.  

My in-depth analysis of the life history narratives of the nine school leader 

participants, three parents and five students presented in this dissertation shed light onto 

the motivated actions of school leaders towards a particularly difficult problem, chronic 

absenteeism at the high school level. Using the deductive-inductive analytic process 

outlined in the DSMRI codebook (Kaplan & Garner, n.d.), as well as an open coding 

approach (Saldana, 2013), I developed three dominant themes that emerged from these 

stories about these motivated actions. These themes are listed below. 

 The emphasis on logistical guidance over cultural meanings in the actions of 

school leaders regarding chronic absenteeism.  

 The stark contrast in beliefs, goals, purpose, and perceived action possibilities 

related to attending school and chronic absenteeism between Participant Roless.  

 Fragmentation of the school leader’s role identity structure occurs as leaders 

respond to rigid accountability systems that act as repellor states. 
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Logistics over Salient Meanings 

The meanings that actors make about their own motivated action hinges on the 

ways that myriad role identity components emerge and reciprocally influence each other. 

The first theme demonstrates how the motivated actions of school leaders, in this case, 

their communications about student attendance and absenteeism, reflect an emphasis on 

the logistics of attendance as a process. This stands in contrast to an understanding of the 

salient, cultural meanings of attendance and absenteeism to students and parents in the 

context. The theme speaks to the first research question: How do the school leader’ role 

identity components (i.e., ontological and epistemological beliefs; purpose and goals; 

perceived action possibilities; self-perceptions and definitions) emerge and interact with 

one another to inform their actions regarding chronically absent high school students?  

 With student attendance well established as a ubiquitous concept and process in 

the K-12 context, the findings indicated that school leaders’ communications about 

attendance and absenteeism assumed much about the motivational and identity processes 

and components of its intended audience, as well as their own implicit dispositions and 

context. Nested in the communications as schools set to reopen, school leaders’ 

assumptions about parent and student self-concepts regarding their ability to adapt to this 

new version of school, their motivation to engage in virtual learning, and their 

ontological beliefs and purposes about what that instructional time meant resulted in 

guidance emphasizing logistics over cultural meanings made by other stakeholders in the 

context. Questions like how parents could check if students were completing coursework 

on the unfamiliar Google classroom platform and in the absence of print materials stuffed 

into a backpack or the extent to which parents and students understand that the virtual 
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setting had evolved from asynchronous of late Spring to synchronous in the early Fall 

were unaddressed in the reopening communications. While the educational leaders who 

participated in this study all shared to varying degrees beliefs and goals that spoke to an 

awareness of the complex and diverse causes of chronic absenteeism, with many 

explicating and refining these explanations after applying the current pandemic 

considerations to the question, the observations and documents showed a less nuanced, 

and much narrower emphasis. Though important logistical information was detailed (e.g., 

steps to sending the Google class invitations so students could attend, specifications 

about function of the supplemental instructional time during office hours), the early 

meeting agendas and communications to teachers and families alike did not specify items 

related to chronic absenteeism during a pandemic, such as what steps could be taken if a 

student is absent consecutively from virtual learning, how working and remote parents 

can monitor their student’s attendance, or even what exactly counts as an absence in a 

virtual and synchronous context. It would not be until months after the school year had 

started, and two marking periods had come and gone with unusually high daily absences, 

class period absences, and course failures that a document targeting parent and student 

level guidance was distributed created by an intern in the guidance department and 

distributed by a rank-and-file school counselor. 

 

 

 

 



152  

 
 

Figure 4  

Guidance to Parents about How to Support Student Engagement and Attendance During 

Virtual Learning 

 

Each school leader’s role identity system entailed an interdependent assortment of 

past, present, and future roles with their respective goals, beliefs, action possibilities and 

self-perceptions adapting, shifting, and influencing their actions towards chronic 

absenteeism. As concerns about student achievement and engagement during the COVID 

pandemic permeated the domain, coupled with the exponential increase in absenteeism 

and course failures that SCSD experienced, school leaders began to foreground other 
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action possibilities with the express purpose of addressing absenteeism and 

disengagement. While school leaders shared their beliefs, goals, and action possibilities 

regarding the critical nature associated with vulnerable high school students and 

absenteeism in their stories, the primacy of these beliefs and goals, over other logistically 

oriented beliefs, goals, and action possibilities regarding attendance as a ubiquitous 

process for teachers and students shifted.  

The findings highlight that the school leaders’ motivated actions towards chronic 

absenteeism include formal communications that shifted quickly from logistical, general, 

and narrowly focused on nature, to communications that considered some of the 

meanings being made by families about absenteeism and attendance in the rapidly 

changing contexts that were SCSD and SCHS during the pandemic. The DSMRI 

provides a way to understand the diverse motivational and identity processes among 

individuals in a common, rapidly changing setting (Kaplan et al., 2019), with everyone 

experiencing varied changes in the content, structure, and process of their respective RI 

systems.  

Vastly Different Meanings Across Participant Roles 

  The second theme differentiated between how the school and district leaders 

understood chronic absenteeism with how students and parents made meaning of 

attendance and absenteeism. Although school leader participants perceived chronic 

absenteeism in unique ways from one another, overall, their perspectives were markedly 

different from the perspectives of students and parents who had experienced chronic 

absenteeism understood student attendance and absenteeism, as evidenced by the 

continuously emerging role identity components: purpose, goals, ontological and 
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epistemological beliefs, perceived action possibilities, and self-perceptions of the 

participants. For school leaders, across the board, thinking about attending school evoked 

self-concepts of ability, goals of advancing to college after high school, and beliefs that 

attending school was critical in life. Their prior student role identities seem to elicit an 

array of action possibilities that manifest adaptive strategies, such as self-regulation. 

While school leaders by and large, as well as the two student participants who attended 

college, emphatically believed school to be a foundational experience to unlock other life 

outcomes, all of the parent participants and most of the student participants framed 

attending school differently, ranging from believing SCHS to be inequitable to students 

who experienced chronic absenteeism, as was the case with Aida, Ella and Vertical, and 

to a lesser degree, Patrice, to SCHS as a violent and unsafe school, as was the case with 

JoJo and Doll.  

Thus, the omission of the lived experience of absenteeism by the students and 

parents experiencing it is not simply of an issue of school leaders misunderstanding what 

attending school means to chronically absent students. Rather, this question of student 

and parent experiences and perceptions goes unasked, and thus, unanswered. On its face, 

school leaders often observe that the students are not there enough to answer the question 

of what attending school means to them. However, this is not a thoroughly adequate 

answer, though, in the age of school systems having multiple, cost effective outreach 

methods at their fingertips including free survey tools, email, two-way text messaging 

apps, video conferencing, and more. A more fitting conclusion involves an 

acknowledgement that chronically absent students and their families, by virtue of their 

disconnection from school and the difficult lengths that leaders may have to go to in 
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terms of outreach, tend to fall victim to a ubiquitous, out of sight, out of mind perspective 

on the part of school leaders, or as Jess offered, they “get left behind.” As a result, all too 

often, chronically absent students’ perceptions, beliefs, goals, purpose, self-perceptions 

and action possibilities are markedly absent from district and school leaders’ meaning 

making about what absenteeism means to students, as can be seen in the stories that 

Elizabeth and Chris shared, both pointing to an emphatic belief in the widespread, 

inherent lack of motivation in chronically absent high school students and the difficulty 

or impossibility, as posited by Elizabeth and Chris respectively, for school leaders to 

move that needle. Missing from their beliefs is any kind of reference to the school 

system’s devaluing of low competence motivation among students (Wigfield et al., 2017) 

and the undervaluing of strategies that target motivational processes that go largely 

untapped and unsupported by the school system, such as personal investment and interest 

(King & McInerney; 2014; Alexander & Grossnickle, 2016) and mindsets and elf-

efficacy (Yeager & Dweck, 2012; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). Hence, it appears Jess’s 

ominous warning about excessively absent students getting left behind by school leaders 

rings true.  

 The findings highlight the importance of school leaders and educators facilitating 

learning activities that support students exploring their own identity in and out of school. 

For example, while reconstructing their student role identities, both Vertical and Doll 

outlined times     where teachers and school leaders seemed to misunderstand who they 

were and subsequently, ignored their questions or concerns. Similarly, Ella recalled times 

where she sought the buffer that her counselor’s office provided her from difficulties 

associated with her teachers “not understanding” the meaning of her absences. 
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Additionally, although Asia described her school leaders, teachers and counselors as 

caring and wise, she, too, described a one-way communication process, where leaders, 

teachers, and counselors would provide students with why sound attendance was critical, 

and students would essentially receive this guidance from the experts. Framing a 

discussion of attendance as a given, to be reinforced with students through one way 

communication, rather than a dialogue that includes students and parents sharing what 

their sense of attending school means limits the possibilities that can come from these 

interventions. Corresponding with prior work that confirmed the utility of learning 

activities that feature identity exploration and promotion of perceived sense of relevancy 

for middle and high school students (Heffernan, Kaplan, Peterson & Newton, 2017; 

Sinai, Kaplan & Flum, 2012), the student and participant narratives document this 

missing piece when it comes to how school leaders support sound student attendance. 

Likewise, the leader narratives, by and large, define their discussions of what attendance 

means in the same way as Asia recalls. While Elizabeth recalls banners and signage 

throughout the community, and Paul, Joe and Chris describe conversations where they 

provide relevant information about sound attendance, the potential for two-way 

interaction, and the possibility of using the discussion as an opportunity for student 

identity exploration and scaffolding remains largely unexplored.  

Accountability Pressure as a Repellor State  

The psychological pursuit for resolving internal tensions, uncertainties, and 

ambiguities manifests in many psychological theories and perspectives (Yong, 2020; 

Kaplan, Neuber & Garner, 2019). Theories such as cognitive dissonance reduction and 

self-evaluation enhancement seek to explain how processes designed to increase 
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coherence and harmony developed (Yong, 2020; Kaplan, personal communication, 

2020). In the same way, the DSMRI assumes that the role identity of actors tends to self-

organize to an attractor state of increased harmony, integration and alignment in response 

to repellor states that serve to fragment the RI system (Kaplan Garner & Brock, 2019). 

One reoccurring repellor state that emerged from the stories of the participants centered 

around accountability pressures related to attendance and absenteeism at the high school 

level. Frequently, SCSD leaders experienced accountability pressure regarding chronic 

absenteeism, and many of them experienced this as a tension between another 

accountability system, often related to the need to improve graduation rate or suspension 

rate. Often, these other sources of accountability pressure worked at cross purposes with 

the accountability associated with chronic absenteeism. This tension can be seen in Rob’s 

story about encouraging an overaged, under-credited student with significant behavioral 

challenges to pursue high school equivalency prior to the student committing first degree 

murder or Paul’s story about his guidance to a parent to opt for virtual learning related to 

her student with behavioral challenges being a distraction to others. At the high school 

level, this cacophony of accountability measures is most pronounced, particularly the 

closer the student inches towards graduation.  

The findings highlight that the school leaders’ motivated actions towards chronic 

absenteeism are continuously influenced by the beliefs, purpose and goals, self-

perceptions and action possibilities interacting in their current role identity, as well as 

past role identities. While the role identities were relatively stable across school leader 

participants, their motivated actions could pivot and evolve quickly, in response to the 

role identity control parameters. As can be seen when first marking period grades were 



158  

 
 

published, Gerald and Paul adapted their action possibilities from conducting school 

reopening discussions with minimal mention of attendance or absenteeism to extensive 

discussions explicating new attendance-related expectations for students, teachers, 

counselors. School leaders’ purposes also reflected a shift, with leadership practices 

emphasizing the expectation that students activate their cameras, as can be seen in teacher 

evaluations, guidance to parents, and consequences to students. Leaders also began to 

leverage attendance-related accountability (e.g., counting camera off participation in the 

virtual class as a class period absence, visits from the attendance officer, initiation of 

truancy court proceedings) to motivate students and parents to improve attendance. 

Consistent with the DSMRI, motivational process such as altered action possibilities and 

redefined purposes reflect repellor states that involve conflicting goals (e.g. culturally 

responsive beliefs about how camera activation in virtual learning may be experienced by 

families living in poverty versus a belief that the camera being off is furthering the 

achievement related outcomes associated with chromic absenteeism and disengagement).  

Likewise, as second marking period was ending signaling the hallway point of the 

year, and course failures and multiple kinds of absences persisted, school leaders began 

to introduce the need for a large scale credit recovery effort efforts to bring some of 

SCHS’s neediest student sub-groups subjected to high-stakes accountability back into 

school four days a week – groups that are disproportionately low achieving and 

chronically absent – English language learners, self-contained special education students 

and seniors with graduation in jeopardy. Speaking rapidly, Eric shared how younger high 

school students, typically ninth and tenth grade, need face to face instruction as well, 

even when being in the building together meant peer conflict. 
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I don’t think a freshman needs to stay at home, you know. There is a 
socialization piece to high school, and we still need to maintain that 
socialization. These kids need to learn how to communicate, how to work 
in groups, how to work with others, and how to make friends. It’s that 
hhormones kicking, and you’re good friends one day, then you’re fighting 
the next day. Most of the issues that come to (the vice principal’s office) 
are girls going at each other. You know, that’s socialization, even with 
those arguments. That’s important. That’s an important part of 
adolescence and growing up. You know, I can tell my son, virtual right 
now, I’m afraid he’s fully depressed. He says he has no friends anymore, 
you know, because they can’t go into anybody’s house, they can’t hang 
out and play football in the school yard. So he’s downstairs, you know, by 
himself, playing video games. So here I am, taking him out, doing 
whatever we can, as parents. 

 

The following figure demonstrates how school and district leader responses changed as 

accountability regarding absenteeism increased, causing role identity fragmentation 

across participants.  
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Figure 5 

Accountability Pressure Operating as a Repellor State 

 

In this next section, I discuss this study’s findings and the implications for theory, 

future research and practice.  

Implications for Theory and Research 

 Conducting educational research that proves useful to practitioners in their 

everyday practice is a well-established need for educational research and theory (Kaplan 

et al., 2012; Berliner, 2006, Schonfield, 1999). Kaplan et al. (2012) suggests that the first 

step to developing “practice-relevant” theory and research (p.177) entails posing practice 

relevant research questions that target natural phenomena in educational settings. 
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Therefore, this dissertation focused on motivated actions of school leaders, as well as of 

students and parents, towards the phenomenon of chronic absenteeism at the high school 

level of students nearing graduation: a widespread, critical problem occurring across 

school systems (Gottfried & Hutt, 2019; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012).  

 The theoretical literature has generally left unexplored the function of the school 

leaders’ meaning making about who they are and what they do – their role identities (RI) 

– on students’ chronic absenteeism. This is of particular concern regarding school leaders 

who work with the most vulnerable students: those who are disengaged, chronically 

absent, at high risk for high school dropout. Understanding these leaders’ RIs, as well as 

the RIs of the chronically absent students and their parents, calls for qualitative 

educational research.  

The findings of this study highlight the complexity of the evolving and adapting, 

emergent and nuanced, motivated actions of school leaders towards chronically absent 

students, and how these manifested in an array of behaviors and meanings, that, in turn, 

influence the future iterations of these school leaders’ RI systems. Thus, the motivated 

actions of school and district leaders emerge in response to influences within and outside 

of the leader’s role identity system, impacting the trajectories of chronically absent 

students and parents. Role identity components such as accountability pressure as a 

repellor state, self-categorizations, group memberships, and cultural meanings about 

attending school that are constrained by cultural characteristics imprinted our 

participant’s actions towards vulnerable students like Ella, Asia, Doll, Vertical, and Jess 

whose absenteeism all took markedly different forms (e.g., fighting-induced suspensions 

for Doll, absences created by mobility and homelessness for Asia, school avoidant class 
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cuts for Vertical; medical issues coupled with school anxiety for Ella). Motivated actions 

on the part of leaders related to chronic absenteeism included attributions of absenteeism 

to a lack of motivation on the part of students and parents (e.g., Elizabeth and Chris), 

decisions about the priority that detailed discussions with families about attendance 

warrant (e.g., Gerald and Paul), and the value that assets such as athleticism added to 

absentee students’ trajectories in the context (e.g., Joe and Patrice). In short, this study 

illuminated how leadership actions and practices are contextually bound, interdependent 

in nature, and irreducible to one goal or belief. Role identity, then, emerges as a key lens 

for supporting school and district leaders in their work with chronically absent and other 

marginalized and vulnerable student groups, whose educational opportunities are placed 

at risk by rigid accountability systems and leaders’ narrowed responses to it. 

Finally, to capture the ways in which groups of students, school leaders, and 

parents make meaning of attending school, an ethnographic approach exploring the ways 

that culture-sharing groups of students attending the same instructional program or school 

leaders operating on the same administrative team would represent an important next 

step. An ethnographic method can not only serve to capture how people understand their 

own beliefs, purpose, actions, and perceptions, but also, provide keener insight into what 

these participates do, their rituals and motivated actions and how they share contextual 

roles, in the field through careful observation (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010; Creswell, 

2013).  With the cultural context as the unit of the analysis, rather than an individual’s 

sociocultural role identity, student absenteeism and disengagement can be explored in the 

cultural contexts of families, neighborhoods, schools, and/or communities to better 

capture the culture of student absenteeism and provide a much richer understanding of 
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the rituals and activities of the group that relate to students attending or being absent from 

school.   

Implications for Practice  

 This research study allowed us a glimpse into the complex role identity system of 

nine district and school leaders, comprising principals, superintendents, directors, 

supervisors, and vice principals, all operating in a low-income high school and school 

district, and the meanings and decisions they made related to chronic absenteeism and 

chronically absent high school students. Moreover, the study also allowed us a glimpse 

into the role identities of former high school students and parents who experienced 

chronic absenteeism in the same context. During the observations, interviews, focus 

group, and artifact and document analysis, a picture emerges of a highly complex 

problem with many causes and related issues, experienced by the school’s most 

vulnerable students and by extension, their parents, and who are subjected to district and 

school leaders’ motivated actions regarding this elusive phenomenon, amidst a high-

stakes policy environment acting as control parameters for the RI systems of school and 

district leaders.  

School Leaders 

 Specific to school leaders, this research takes a closer look at the processes 

underlying leaders’ motivated actions towards chronically absent high school students – 

actions complicated by the great challenge to develop impactful interventions to address 

the bleak circumstances the students face and to avert the negative outcomes of 

disengagement and dropout. The findings pointed to leaders’ efforts to understand 
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students’ and parents’ experiences in terms of absenteeism as a promising, if only 

preliminary, leadership strategy. Specifically, if leaders did not engage with parents and 

students using a multitude of strategies, like Eric remembering the specific times a parent 

went on break from her job, or Farrah utilizing Facebook if the phone number on record 

was offline, their ability to elicit the meanings that chronically absent students and their 

parents formulated about absenteeism was significantly limited. To put it differently, 

without intentionally seeking out dialogues about related goals, beliefs, and behaviors 

associated with absenteeism and school attendance with students and parents, requiring 

many methods of outreach (Sobba, 2019; Bartenan, 2020), school leaders are left without 

an important piece of the puzzle. 

These findings suggest the need for regular opportunities, both formal and 

informal, for district and school leaders to hear from those experiencing chronic 

absenteeism, and to calibrate understandings across leaders. One way to achieve might be 

through regular discussion forums about attendance and absenteeism that involve school 

and district leaders, parents and students, and teachers and counselors, where salient 

patterns and trends can be discussed. Because absenteeism is understood in very different 

ways by different stakeholders, sharing perspectives and elucidating common challenges 

and purposes may help to create a shared sense of responsibility, as opposed to a narrow 

adherence to accountability (Shapiro & Gross, 2013) among parents, students, leaders, 

and educators. While this recommendation is not always simple to implement due to the 

logistical limitations of non-attending students and parents, with innovations in low cost 

or free survey tools, video conferencing platforms, and two-way messaging apps, school 

and district leaders can make strides in reaching the difficult to reach students and 
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parents. Certainly, reaching an excessively absent high school student and his or her 

parent or guardian entails time-consuming and creative outreach, including home visits 

and engaging members of the extended family and relevant community agencies and 

organizations to support the student pr parent’s beliefs in the utility value of attending 

school for those who are missing school the most. 

Educational Leadership Educator Programs 

 As outlined in the DSMRI, an individual’s ontological beliefs, action possibilities, 

goals and purposes are also shaped by the domain that the social-cultural role operates 

within. To this end, educator leadership programs represent an important domain-specific 

lever for graduate students and practitioners enrolled in educational leadership and 

administrative graduate programs regarding how school leaders conceptualize their 

responses to the most difficult to reach and educate students, including those chronically 

and excessively absent from schools. Although educational leadership programs 

introduce students to the way current educational policies address systemic inequities 

regarding accountability policies, resource disparities and achievement gaps, teacher 

quality recruitment and retention, segregation, school finance and governance, these 

topics tend to be examined through the lens of policy analysis, disjointed from the 

coursework introducing students to ethical decision making frameworks and applying 

ethical and equitable scholarship to their own practice.  

Moreover, educational leadership programs also lack an integration of identity 

work for students studying to be principals, supervisors, directors and superintendents, 

especially as it relates to how a social cultural role identity may influence responses to 

students and families experiencing complex and multi-causal problems like chronic 
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absenteeism. As suggested by recent scholarship in identity-supported interventions with 

students of all types (Kaplan et al., 2020), learning activities that support students 

thinking deeply about their past and future goals, self-perceptions, and group 

memberships, and possible tensions between current role identities and past or future role 

identities holds value for students at the higher education level, and for students of all 

ages and social-cultural backgrounds.  

Policymakers 

 With the federal requirement to track and report on school quality outcomes that 

do not entail test scores, the majority of states have chosen to focus on attendance for 

logistical reasons. Attendance tracking does not require additional capacity or resources. 

Unfortunately, there is no standard definition of chronic absenteeism across school 

systems and states, due, in part, to a lack of attention to consistency of measurement at 

the federal educational policy level (Gottfried, 2014a), resulting in little agreement in the 

definition or categories of chronic absenteeism, and the subsequent identification or 

intervention processes across school systems. With various definitions of chronic 

absenteeism in operation, it is not surprising that there is a lack of consistency in both 

leadership and educator responses, as well as the level of understanding of chronic 

absenteeism as a policy by students and parents, especially those families who are highly 

mobile and disproportionately experiencing chronic absenteeism (Welsh, 2017; South et 

al., 2007). More attention in both policy dialogue and research focusing directly on 

chronic absenteeism, as opposed to less specific definitions of absenteeism, such as 

average daily attendance, is needed.  
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 Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has indelibly changed the universal and 

ubiquitous meanings that attending school conjures up, at least on the surface, for 

stakeholders. Indeed, the basic action of students physically attending their school and 

classrooms has changed so markedly that it will entail careful planning on the part of 

district and school leaders to equitably address. Ad hoc policies framing camera 

activation, verbal responsiveness or classwork completion, for example, as the litmus test 

for virtual attendance for students is deeply problematic for our most vulnerable students: 

those that experience learning difficulties, those that come from low-income homes, 

those who experience trauma in their homes, and those which include inhabitants, 

parents, guardians, family members and students, who have  interpreted what attending 

school virtually means in different ways as the district and school leaders have. These 

beliefs, mediated by cultural characteristics, require a closer examination, and likely, a 

more robust process designed to elicit the perspectives of those  most vulnerable and 

disengaged who are often left out of two way communications and strategic planning, as 

district leaders make decisions, produce communications, and plan for this pandemic and 

other turbulence-producing changes yet to come.  

It is imperative that policymakers call for and support a community centered 

effort in the policies addressing chronic absenteeism in schools. Recent work supports the 

idea of partnerships with community medical, mental health, law enforcement, refugee 

support organizations, domestic violence centers and legal aid providers (Smythe-

Leistico & Page, 2019; Rumsey & Milson, 2017; Sattin-Bajaj & Kirksey, 2019), as well 

as access to credit recovery, early college and career academies, and career and technical 

education (CTE) coursework pathways (Heinrich & Darling-Aduana, 2021; Viano et al., 
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2018; Atwell et al., 2019) to improve student attendance outcomes. If policies do not 

support partnerships between school and district leadership and the relevant community 

agencies and supplemental providers that play a well-established role in preventing 

chronic absenteeism, truancy and dropout, while moving away from narrow, high stakes 

rating systems for school leaders that are, at best, marginally predictive of leaders’ impact 

on student achievement and attendance outcomes (Bartanen, 2020), we leave an 

important stone unturned for leaders looking to improve student attendance, and as such, 

educational opportunity, for all.   

Additionally, educational leaders and policymakers need a keener understanding 

of how accountability pressure associated with chronic absenteeism, graduation rate, 

student achievement measures such as course failure rate and standardized test scores and 

suspension rate, operates as a control parameter of the district and school leader’s RI 

system, given its ability to exert an influence over RI components such as goals or action 

possibilities within a given role. Thus, the connection between the self-regulating actions 

and their meaning to school leaders, accountability pressure as a repellor state and the 

lived experience of the vulnerable, chronically absent high school student represents an 

important area for change in the broader understanding of educational leadership 

responses to chronic absenteeism and dropout prevention.     

School Counselors and Teachers 

 Whilst this study’s research questions did not focus on the social cultural roles of 

teachers or guidance counselors, much can be gleaned from this exploration of how 

school leaders’ role identity systems influenced and were influenced by the meaning they 

made and the way they behaved toward chronically absent high school students. 
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Generally, teachers and school counselors operate essentially one step removed from 

district and school level accountability pressure, directing attention to the students 

assigned to them, as well as a primary focus on narrower aims. Nonetheless, teachers and 

counselors undoubtedly play key roles concerning leadership responses to students who 

experience concerning levels of absenteeism, insight illuminated by the more useful 

measure of chronic absenteeism rather than the average daily attendance measure 

(Gottfried &Hutt, 2019; Balfanz & Byrnes 2012). For high school teachers and 

counselors, their respective roles need to include a consideration not only of the loss of 

instructional time for vulnerable students nearing graduation (Liu, Lee & Gershenson, 

2019), and the associated negative effects of absenteeism on their classmates (Gottfried, 

2019), but the difficult lived experiences of those high-school aged students who are 

chronically out of school (Hancock, Gottfried & Zubrick, 2018). Part of the issue is that 

the teacher and counselor level outreach efforts that are linked to better outcomes for 

students in danger of dropping out (Chappell et al., 2015; Havik et al., 2015; Hartnett, 

2007) tend to be missing both from teacher and counselor evaluation systems and 

professional development (Rumsey & Milsom, 2017; Yoder, 2014). As Wayne explained 

in his stories of helping his absentee students, we pay attention to what we identify and 

measure. Undoubtedly, the ways that teachers, counselors and leaders formulate their 

self-perceptions, beliefs, goals, and action possibilities towards chronically absent 

students is shaped by how outreach to absentee students and parents is prioritized and 

conceptualized in the systems that influence the practices of teachers and counselors, as 

well as leaders.  
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Limitations 

 Beyond the methodological limitations discussed in Chapter 3, it is important to 

expand on the limitations that have to do with the interpretation of the data. For example, 

every participating educational leader, parent, and former student operated within the 

same educational context – in the case of the school leader participants, they all worked 

in the same school district (SCSD), and in the case of the parent and student participants, 

they attended or had a child attend the district’s sole high school, SCHS. As such, it is 

possible that these findings are specific to this specific context and may not apply or be as 

useful to other settings.  

A second limitation is the need for awareness of the positionality of the 

participants. All but one of the school leader participants were still formally connected to 

SCSD and their school or district leader role, while the sole district leader participant 

who had retired, Elizabeth, was still employed in the field but in a different capacity. 

Moreover, while all of the parent participants still occupied their parent role with Aida 

still a parent of current SCHS student, none of the student participants still held their 

sociocultural role of high school student, and about half were recently occupying a 

related role, that of an undergraduate college student. Considering the various academic, 

professional, and life stages that the participants moved through, it is possible that these 

different and emergent positionalities influenced the way that participants constructed 

their stories about the particular current or prior role identity being examined. In 

accordance with a complexity perspective on identity, the role identity system is 

continuously and iteratively changing, influenced by interdependent components that 

emerge in different manifestations and in non-deterministic ways. Yet, there is self-
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similarity between smaller scale and larger scale components (Kaplan & Garner, 2017), 

exemplified by the overall stability and consistency of individuals’ motivated actions 

across different roles and contexts, as can be seen in the stories of Elizabeth, Chris, Ella 

and Asia who experienced role changes recently. Indeed, the study can only capture 

illustrative pieces of the participants’ larger-scale RI system at a particular moment in 

time, or perhaps a season. Nonetheless, these pieces provide an important, foundational 

glimpse into the complex, dynamic RI system of the participants, suggesting the value of 

examining the “fractals” (Kaplan & Garner, p. 2039, 2017) of these RI systems up close 

and in-depth.  

A third limitation relates to the way that the study relied partially on assessing 

meaning making through self-reported, shared stories. As I still operate in this setting as a 

professional school counselor, the trustworthiness of the findings may be diminished due 

to considerations related to social desirability. To address this issue, I employed several 

strategies to strengthen the trustworthiness, and validity of the results including 

consulting with a senior researcher, bracketing my experiences, member checking, and 

the creation of an audit trail.  

A fourth limitation, while unintended, involved the recruitment process for 

participants. To enumerate, I recruited no male parent or guardians out of three total 

parent participants, and only one male student participant out of five total student 

participants. The study was not meant to focus on the female experience of parenting a 

chronically absent high school student, but evolved that way during recruitment, and the 

male parental experience was unintentionally excluded from the study.  
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Lastly, although the study employed a purposive sampling strategy, the sampling 

of parents and students was constrained by considerations related to motivation, access to 

the time to sit for an interview, the feelings of self-efficacy related to videoconferencing 

as a process, as well as access to the digital resources to participate, and the ability and 

conscientiousness to follow through with scheduling via phone or email. Likely, students 

and parents who chose to participate in the study may inherently embody different 

characteristics or certain characteristics to a lesser degree that are relevant to this study, 

related to motivational and identity processes. For instance, students who experienced 

excessive and severe absenteeism, versus its less critical counterpart, chronic 

absenteeism, were infinitely more difficult to recruit. Future research should aim to reach 

these critically underrepresented participants in educational research and amplify their 

voices and the important stories that they have the capacity to share, if only we are 

eliciting and listening.  

Recommendations 

School Leaders 

One recommendation for practitioners involves a heavier emphasis on identity in 

the interventions for chronically absent students. Many high school-aged chronically 

absent students are unable to attend high school for a host of reasons, and significantly, 

many of these reasons are connected to the roles that a student occupies outside of school, 

and out of the school’s purview. These students often attend school, year in and year out, 

without acknowledging the importance of these roles in their sociocultural contexts to 

their school leaders, counselors and teachers, triggering a kind of shooting in the dark 

strategy for school leaders trying to intervene, a strategy that could be seen in the stories 
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of Gerald, Elizabeth, and Eric. As Eric asserted, “the hardest part of having these kids 

come to school is understanding the reasons why they’re not coming to school.” In a 

discussion of emerging research about the utility of interventions for students of different 

backgrounds that target identity and motivational processes, Kaplan et al. (2020) asserts 

that a complex dynamic system perspective on interventions targets the continuously 

emerging changes to the process, content and structure of the RI system when developing 

interventions for students, as opposed to a narrow focus on a singular construct such as 

goal mastery, self-efficacy, or autonomy. Identifying four principles of design for 

identity-based interventions for students, the PRESS model, which incorporates 

exploration of self-relevance and identity, facilitating a sense of safety within the school 

setting, and scaffolding identity exploration (Kaplan et al., 2014), can be utilized to try 

small and adaptable interventions with students prone to absenteeism for complex 

reasons. Within leaders’ responses, counseling interventions, and teachers’ classroom 

activities alike, students can be guided through scaffolding, for example, to connect a 

personal value or goal to attending school, experiment with thinking about their past and 

future goals, and reflect on self-perceptions and group memberships that might be related 

to attending high school. Helping students to identify the “relevant difference” (Kaplan et 

al, p. 8, 2020) between students’ current RI (i.e., high school senior) and emerging 

tensions from other identifications (i.e., part-time employee supporting the household), at 

minimum, allows to students to experiment with identity exploration and meaning-

making of what attending school is for them safely at school, while providing school 

leaders a valuable conduit to the complex meanings that students are making about 

attendance at school and illuminating their unique barriers. Knowledge of the relevant 
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iterational, cultural, and projective factors that are typically represented in student 

thinking and decision making about their attendance, absenteeism, or school avoidance 

(e.g., Balkis et al., 2016; Gubbels et a. 2019; Menesini & Salminelli, 2017) would help to 

guide the intervention work meant to support student role identity. 

Policymakers and District Leaders 

A second recommendation relates to the way outreach to chronically absent 

students is conceptualized when it comes to educator evaluation systems and ratings, both 

at the district leadership and state levels, and correspondingly be provided through 

professional development offerings as well. Necessitating creativity, perseverance and 

considerable time, outreach efforts related to communication have been widely 

understood to be an important tool in school leader, teacher and counselor’s toolboxes 

when it comes to absentee students and families. In prior work, these efforts have been 

connected to improving attendance rate and preventing dropout (Rumsey & Milsom, 

2017; Chappell et al., 2015), supporting a higher graduation rate, a universal indicator of 

school and school leader quality. Yet, activities associated with outreach are not 

explicitly included in conventional frameworks for teachers, counselors and leaders 

(Shakman et al., 2012; Stronge et al., 2013) and often left unspecified in professional 

development (Yoder, 2014; Eun, 2011). Specific to quality standards and accountability 

for school and district leaders, outreach practices tend to be nested in the broader 

category of community relations, with an emphasis on communication with and the 

democratic involvement of parents and students as critical stakeholders (Gross & 

Shapiro, 2016; Leithwood, 2010; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2003; Cotton, 2003). 

Indeed, this emphasis is deeply needed, but insufficient by itself to inspire the leadership 
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practices that can move the needle on chronic absenteeism, as this approach omits any 

kind of a focus on effective outreach actions and behaviors for school leaders towards the 

chronically absent and difficult to reach students and parents.  

Lastly, schools with higher-than-average absenteeism rates need a robust offering 

of credit recovery, optimally in more than one format, available throughout the year, and 

bolstered by instructional support. Exploring asynchronous, self-paced models of credit 

recovery with access to instructional support remains an important, yet underutilized, 

strategy in addressing the pipeline from high school absenteeism to dropout. In recent 

work, credit recovery has been connected to improved high school graduation outcomes 

(Heinrich & Darling-Aduana, 2021; Viano, 2018; Heppen, Sorenson, Allensworth, 

Walters, Rickles, Taylor & Michelman, 2017; Oliver & Kellogg, 2015; Lewis, Whiteside 

& Dikkers, 2015; Corry & Carlson-Bancroft, 2014; Watson & Gemin, 2008; Franco & 

Patel, 2011). While its appeal as a strategic solution to students failing to meet policy 

driven graduation requirements has empirical support, there is little support for the idea 

that credit recovery can help attendance or academic performance outcomes for students 

(Malkus, 2018; Franco & Patel, 2011). It did, however, provide these students with the 

opportunity to get back on track to a four- year graduation and reduce early school 

discontinuation, typically manifested through student absences and truancy. Additionally, 

state policy on chronic absenteeism requires district and school leaders to maintain a 

corrective action plan that emphasizes improving district and school absentee 

percentages, not the remediation of loss of academic credit and its subsequent influence 

over a student’s pathway to four-year graduation. In other words, districts would 

simultaneously maintain corrective action plans per state policy, while taking on the 



176  

 
 

credit recovery effort to directly support the four-year graduation rate of chronically 

absent students who are also placed at grave risk for dropout. 

Closing Remarks 

 This research originated from my positionality and experiences as a counselor, 

listening to the stories of students and parents who have experienced the complex 

problem of chronic absenteeism over two decades, as well as the stories of the numerous 

district and school leaders trying to improve the lives and experiences of the students who 

are placed at risk for absenteeism, disengagement and high school dropout. With my 

office overlooking the highway that splits the small city into two, with a row of fast-food 

restaurants punctuating the opposite side of the highway, so close I can discern who 

walks in and out of the McDonald’s from my desk chair, many of my former students 

occupy the space outside and the roles inside of these fast-food restaurants, a stone’s 

throw from the high school. As Hutt and Gottfried (2019) assert, absenteeism from 

school is about as straightforward of a deprivation of educational opportunity as we can 

conceptualize, with those on the losing end of that opportunity continuum facing greater 

risk for an array of bleak outcomes, both in and of out of school (Gottfried, 2019; Liu, 

Lee & Gershenson, 2019; Gottfried, 2014). Moreover, this problem has only been 

amplified since the pandemic changed the ways that student have access to school, with 

vulnerable students, among them low-income students and students of color, 

disproportionally shouldering the burden of absence in terms of lost instructional time, 

low academic performance, and dropout (Pensiero, Kelly, & Bokhove, 2020; Lake; 2020).  

 While school and district leaders can undoubtedly take pivotal measures to 

improve student attendance through targeted interventions such as two way messaging 
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with parents (Smythe-Leistico & Page, 2019), updating conventional communications to 

parents by incorporating student art (MacIver & Sheldon, 2019), and having processes in 

place to evaluate how Title One funds are distributed throughout a district to avoid 

disproportionate distribution to the elementary level and allow for more family 

engagement programming centered at the high school level (MacIver & Sheldon, 2019), 

to truly leave no stone unturned in addressing chronic absenteeism, a thorough 

exploration of the complex, dynamic ways that role identity systems of school leaders 

influence their motivated actions towards these students is also needed. How do the 

evaluation systems that leaders are bound to conceptualize much-needed outreach to 

absentee students and families? What space is provided, both in terms of training and 

professional practice, for educational leaders to reflect on how their ideologies, personal 

worldviews, values and interests might influence how they interpret policies? What 

formal opportunities exist for district and school leaders to elicit the perspectives of the 

parents and students experiencing chronic absenteeism, as these parents and students may 

not be represented in conventional channels such as Back to School Night or parent-

teacher conferences? Gerald’s Family Fun Night is an important and promising step in 

the right direction for SCSD, with the most meaningful impact likely at the elementary 

and middle school levels. 

 Finally, we must acknowledge, as policymakers and educational leaders that 

chronically absent students at the high school are vulnerable both to the systemic driving 

forces that have contributed to this far-reaching and elusive problem, and the leadership 

actions that are influenced by the control parameters which have the capacity to 

significantly alter the conditions of the RI system. What the constellation of complex, 
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reciprocally influencing identity processes means to each educational leader’s behavior 

towards the admittedly difficult to educate, chronically absent students - whose own role 

identities, similarly, are complex, irreducible, and nuanced - and how this influences the 

future versions of their role identities requires investigation. Though unspoken, the 

reverberations of these leadership practices matter to the students whose lives they touch, 

and to the future iterations of the role identities of these students, and by extension, the 

beliefs, goals, purposes, action possibilities and self-perceptions of the lives that they, in 

turn, touch. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX A 

 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT FOR SCHOOL AND DISTRICT LEADERS 

 

Dear (redacted) Leader,  

 

My name is Jennifer Antoni and I am a doctoral student in Temple University’s Policy, 
Organizational and Educational Leadership Studies program. I’m studying the 
relationship between the school leader’s complex role identity systems and their 
motivated actions towards chronic absenteeism. Specifically, I am interested in the way 
leaders construct their role identities and how that influences responses to chronically 
absent high school students.  

I am looking for school and district administrators to participate in the Fall and Winter 
2020. Participation entails an observation and interview component. The researcher will 
observe a meeting or school event of your choosing that deals in some way with 
attendance or chronic absenteeism, directly or indirectly. Following that, at a time or 
times of your choosing, there will be three twenty- to thirty-minute-long face to face 
interviews. You can opt to participate in all three interviews consecutively or over the 
course of three separate days, as well.  

 

Sincerely, 

Jennifer Antoni 
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APPENDIX B  

 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT EXAMPLE FOR PARENTS 

Dear (redacted), 

My name is Jennifer Antoni and I am a student at Temple University’s Educational 
Leadership program. I’m studying people’s beliefs who recently were in high school 
concerning absenteeism.  

Those who had a son, daughter, or family member enrolled in (redacted) High School 
between the years of 2015 and 2020 and are no longer attending high school for any 
reason are invited to participate in this research study. You will be asked to participate in 
an interview for approximately one hour. Your participation in the interview cannot be 
included in the study without your permission. If you are interested in the participating in 
the study, please complete this form by December 23, 2020. If you choose not to 
participate, your ability to access guidance services or any other service from the school 
system for yourself or any family member will not be impacted. To offset the time to 
participate, I will be providing a $15 gift card to Wawa to anyone who participates in the 
study.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 
Jennifer.Antoni@temple.edu. You may also contact Dr. Christopher McGinley at 
Christopher.McGinley@temple.edu.  

 

Warm regards, 

Jennifer Antoni   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Jennifer.Antoni@temple.edu
mailto:Christopher.McGinley@temple.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT EXAMPLE FOR FORMER STUDENTS 

Dear (redacted), 

My name is Jennifer Antoni and I am a student at Temple University’s Educational 
Leadership program. I’m studying people’s beliefs who recently were in high school 
concerning absenteeism.  

Those who are between the ages of 18 and 21 years of age are invited to participate in 
this research study. You will be asked to participate in a focus group for approximately 
one hour. Your participation in the focus group can not be included in the study without 
your permission. If you are interested in the participating in the study, please complete 
this form by January 8, 2021. If you choose not to participate, your ability to access 
guidance services or any other service from the school system will not be impacted. To 
offset the time to participate, I will be providing a $15 gift card to Wawa to anyone who 
participates in the study.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 
Jennifer.Antoni@temple.edu. You may also contact Dr. Christopher McGinley at 
Christopher.McGinley@temple.edu.  

 

Warm regards, 

Jennifer Antoni   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Jennifer.Antoni@temple.edu
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APPENDIX D 

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR SCHOOL LEADER PARTICIPANTS 

 

Part One: Focused Life History 

As you know, I am conducting a study of how school leaders who work at the high 

school level uniquely formulate their role identities, and what their motivated actions are 

towards chronically absent high school students. Your responses will be kept 

confidential: nothing you say will be attributed to you personally. During the first part of 

this interview, I would like to get a sense of your early up until the time that you became 

a school leader at the high school level.  

1. What was your early life like growing up? 
2. How did you see yourself earlier in life within your family of origin? 
3.  How did you develop your friendships and interests growing up? 
4. Can you tell me about an early experience in school and how it made you feel? 
5.  What was something you learned about the world in these early years? 
6. What made you want to work in schools? 
7. At the beginning of your work in schools, what sorts of goals seemed possible to 

achieve? 
8. What made you want to transition to a leadership role? 
9. Why was this decision to take on a leadership role so important to you? 

 

Part Two: Details of the Experience of Working with Chronically Absent Students  

 

For the second part of this three-part interview, I would like to get a sense of the myriad 

details of your leadership work with some of our high school students who struggle to 

engage with school. 

1. Can you share what you believe to be the most challenging thing about working 
with disengaged, chronically absent students?  
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2. What are some of the processes or events that you feel are most critical in 
improving student absenteeism? 

3.  How do you identify if a student’s attendance has become problematic?  
4. How would you say that educational policy changed in the last five to seven years 

regarding student absenteeism? 
5. How does engaging with parents, guardians and families factor into improving 

chronic absenteeism?  
6. Can you tell me how our professional development offerings for educators might 

address student chronic absenteeism? 
7. If you had to identify one artifact from your work as an educational leader that 

you feel represents your work in the broader school and district context, what 
would it be? 
 

Part Three: Reflection on the Meaning of Working with Chronically Absent Students 

In our final part of the interview, I would like to get a sense of how you make decisions, 

and act in ways that make sense to you regarding our chronically absent students. 

Additionally, I asked you to bring along an artifact of that may help you think about your 

identity as a school leader.  

1.  Can you tell me about an event involving a disengaged student that you felt 
successful about? 

2.  What happened in that event? Please tell me step-by-step. 
3.  Why was this event important to you? 
4.  How did you feel during the event? Why? 
5.  What did you do exactly during this event, and why? 
6.   Can you think about an event involving a disengaged student that 

was not successful?  
7. What happened in that event? Please tell me step-by-step. 
8.  Why was this event important to you? 
9.  How did you feel during the event? Why? 
10.  What did you do exactly during this event, and why? 
11. What artifact have you brought along that represents your role in the broader 

context?  
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APPENDIX E  

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PARENT PARTICIPANTS  

 

As you may remember, I am interested in your feelings and experiences as a parent of a 

former high school student at SCHS.  

1.  What is an early memory of your student in high school?   
2. How did this early memory make you feel? 
3. How did it feel to consider your son / daughter as a high school student? 
4. Can you share what you believe was your child’s perceptions about his/her high 

school experience? 
5. What were your impressions about how important attendance and absenteeism 

was understood to be at the high school level? 
6. Can you recall a time that a school administrator discussed or mentioned 

attendance at a meeting or school event? 
7. How clear were you as a parent on what the school expectations were about 

student attendance? 
8. How important is attending school regularly?  
9. What does regular student attendance at school mean to you? 
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APPENDIX F  

 

FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL FOR FORMER STUDENT PARTICIPANTS 

 

Thank you for participating in this focus group. I am very interested in your perspectives 

as recent, former high students at SCHS.  

1.  What is an early memory of you have in high school?   
2. How did you feel in this moment? 
3. How did it feel to be a high school student here? 
4. Can you share what your expectations were about your high school experience? 
5. What are your perceptions about how important attendance and absenteeism was 

to school administrators and leaders at the high school level? 
6. Can you recall a time that a school administrator discussed or mentioned 

attendance at a meeting or school event? 
7. How clear were you as a student on what the school expectations were about 

student attendance? 
8. How important is attending school regularly?  
9. What does regular student attendance at school mean to you? 
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APPENDIX G 

DATA ANALYSIS GUIDE AND CODEBOOK
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APPENDIX H 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX I 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR SCHOOL LEADERS 

 

Title of Research:  School Leader’s Role Identity Formation:  Narrative 
Perspectives on their Motivated Actions Regarding Chronic Absenteeism 

Investigator and Department:  Jennifer M. Antoni, Ed.D graduate student, 
Educational Leadership K-12, College of Education, Temple University 

 
Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a school or district leader 
whose work relates, in part, to chronically absent students at the high school level.  

 
What should I know about this research? 

• Ms. Antoni will explain this research to you. 
• Your participation is completely up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to participate, and later, change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held in any way against you. 
• You can ask any questions or relay any concerns you want to assist in making the 

decision to participate or not. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 
If you have any questions, concerns, complaints or think this research has hurt you in any 
way, contact the research team, Jennifer Antoni, 61 Delaware Court, Newtown, PA 
18940, tug19874@temple.edu, 215 300 5981 or Dr. Christopher McGinley, 1301 Cecil 
B. Moore Avenue, Ritter Annex 221, Philadelphia, PA 19122, 
Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu, 215-204-6167. 

Additionally, this research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review 
Board. You may speak with them at (215) 707-3390 or email them at irb@temple.edu for 
any of the following:  

• Your questions, concerns, complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 

• You want to speak with someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

mailto:tug19874@temple.edu
mailto:Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu
mailto:irb@temple.edu
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Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this research is to understand how school leaders’ role identity systems 
shape their motivated actions towards chronic absenteeism at a small urban high school. 
These findings have implications for theories of complex, dynamic systems and identity 
formation. Additionally, this study will bring awareness to the phenomenon of student 
chronic absenteeism and will serve as a catalyst for reform in giving voice to school 
leader, student and parent perspectives.   

How long will I be in this research? 
We expect that you will be observed in one meeting or event of your choosing that deals 
in some way, directly or indirectly with attendance, followed by three twenty- to thirty- 
minute long interviews with the student investigator.  

How many people will be studied? 
We expect approximately 22 people to take part in this research.  

What happens if I agree to this research? 
You will participate in one meeting or school event of your choosing that has to do with 
attendance or chronic absenteeism in some way, either directly or indirectly, and three 
twenty- to thirty- minute long face to face interviews with the student investigator. The 
interviews will be performed by the end of January 2021. The interview location will be 
determined by the participant. You may be also be contacted for brief follow-up 
discussion with the investigators by phone or email. The duration of the possible follow-
up should be no longer than 20-30 minutes. All interviews and phone conversations will 
be audio taped to be subsequently transcribed. All observations will be recorded using 
written researcher fieldnotes. All field notes and email correspondence will be saved and 
printed.   

 

What happens if I agree to this research, but change my 
mind? 
If you decide to leave this research at any time, contact the research team so that the 
investigators can remove you from the contact list. 

Is there any way this research could be bad for me? 
There are no mental or physical risks to participating in the interview. 

What are the benefits to participating in this study? 
There are no direct benefits from participation in the study. However, this study may 
explain shed light on chronic absenteeism at the high school level, and how school 
leaders can improve their actions regarding this widespread problem. In addition, you 
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will receive compensation for your participation in the focus group session in the form of 
a $15 gift card to a local market, Wawa. 
   

What happens to the information collected for this 
research? 
To the extent allowed by the law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 
people who have to review it. We can not promise complete privacy. The IRB, Temple 
University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates may inspect and copy 
your information.  

The researcher will use a pseudonym rather than your name on study records. The 
information you provide will be stored in a locked cabinet and on password and firewall 
protected computers. Audio recordings of interviews will be password protected and 
firewall protected. The pseudonym key will be stored separately from the data to protect 
privacy. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not appear when the 
study is presented or published. The students are not subjects of this study and will not 
their work will not be included in any part of the publication, unless work is free of any 
identifiers such as names. If students are mentioned by name during audio recording, I 
will exclude the name from any content that might be publicly displayed, such as a poster 
of the study. 

 

What else do I need to know about this research? 
The results of this study will be made available upon request for any participant 
following the conclusion of the study. Additionally, a concise brochure will be available 
to you containing a summary of the major findings of the study. You may be contacted 
by email for instruction to observe the results.  

Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 
Your signature documents your permission to rake part in this research. 

 

 

Signature of subject         
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of subject        
 Date 
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Signature of person obtaining consent      
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of person obtaining consent      
 Date 
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APPENDIX J 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARENTS AND GUARDIANS OF 
FORMER STUDENTS WHO EXPERIENCED CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM 

 

Title of Research:  School Leader’s Role Identity Formation:  Narrative 

Perspectives on their Motivated Actions Regarding Chronic Absenteeism 

Investigator and Department:  Jennifer M. Antoni, Ed.D graduate student, 
Educational Leadership K-12, College of Education, Temple University 

 
Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a parent or guardian of a 
student who, at one point, experienced chronic absenteeism at the high school level.   

 
What should I know about this research? 

• Ms. Antoni will explain this research to you. 
• Your participation is completely up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to participate, and later, change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held in any way against you. 
• You can ask any questions or relay any concerns you want to assist in making the 

decision to participate or not. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 
If you have any questions, concerns, complaints or think this research has hurt you in any 
way, contact the research team, Jennifer Antoni, 61 Delaware Court, Newtown, PA 
18940, tug19874@temple.edu, 215 300 5981 or Dr. Christopher McGinley, 1301 Cecil 
B. Moore Avenue, Ritter Annex 221, Philadelphia, PA 19122, 
Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu, 215-204-6167. 

Additionally, this research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review 
Board. You may speak with them at (215) 707-3390 or email them at irb@temple.edu for 
any of the following:  

• Your questions, concerns, complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 

mailto:tug19874@temple.edu
mailto:Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu
mailto:irb@temple.edu
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• You want to speak with someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this research is to understand the way school leaders (e.g., principal, vice 
principal, supervisor) act towards chronically absent students. These findings may help 
practitioners and researchers understand identity formation. Additionally, this study will 
bring awareness to student absenteeism and give school leaders, student and parent 
perspectives.  

How long will I be in this research? 
We expect that you will be in an approximately sixty-minute long interview with the 
student investigator.  

How many people will be studied? 
We expect approximately 22 people to take part in this research.  

What happens if I agree to this research? 
You will participate in an approximately sixty-minute face to face interview with the 
student investigator. The interviews will be performed by the end of January 2021. The 
interview location will be determined by the participant. You may be also be contacted 
for brief follow-up discussion with the investigators by phone or email. The duration of 
the possible follow-up should be no longer than 20-30 minutes. All interviews and phone 
conversations will be audio taped to be subsequently transcribed. All email 
correspondence will be saved and printed.   

What happens if I agree to this research, but change my 
mind? 
If you decide to leave this research at any time, contact the research team so that the 
investigators can remove you from the contact list. 

Is there any way this research could be bad for me? 
There are no mental or physical risks to participating in the interview.  

What are the benefits to participating in this study? 
There are no direct benefits from participation in the study. However, this study may 
explain shed light on chronic absenteeism at the high school level, and how school 
leaders can improve their actions regarding this widespread problem. In addition, you 
will receive compensation for your participation in the interview session in the form of a 
$15 gift card to a local market, Wawa. 
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What happens to the information collected for this 
research? 
To the extent allowed by the law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 
people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete privacy. The IRB, Temple 
University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates may insect and copy 
your information.  

The researcher will use a pseudonym rather than your name on study records. The 
information you provide will be stored in a locked cabinet and on password and firewall 
protected computers. Audio recordings of interviews will be password protected and 
firewall protected. The pseudonym key will be stored separately from the data to protect 
privacy. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not appear when the 
study is presented or published. The students are not subjects of this study and will not 
their work will not be included in any part of the publication, unless work is free of any 
identifiers such as names. If students are mentioned by name during audio recording, I 
will exclude the name from any content that might be publicly displayed, such as a poster 
of the study. 

 
What else do I need to know about this research? 

The results of this study will be made available upon request for any participant 
following the conclusion of the study. Additionally, a concise brochure will be available 
to you containing a summary of the major findings of the study. You may be contacted 
by email for instruction to observe the results.  

Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 
Your signature documents your permission to rake part in this research. 

 

 

Signature of subject         
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of subject        
 Date 

 

 



224  

 
 

Signature of person obtaining consent      
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of person obtaining consent      
 Date 
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APPENDIX K 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR ADULTS THAT WERE FORMER 
STUDENTS WHO EXPERIENCED CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM 

 

Title of Research:  School Leader’s Role Identity Formation:  Narrative 

Perspectives on their Motivated Actions Regarding Chronic Absenteeism 

Investigator and Department:  Jennifer M. Antoni, Ed.D graduate student, 
Educational Leadership K-12, College of Education, Temple University 

 
Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you were a student who, at one 
point, experienced chronic absenteeism at the high school level.   

 
What should I know about this research? 

• Ms. Antoni will explain this research to you. 
• Your participation is completely up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to participate, and later, change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held in any way against you. 
• You can ask any questions or relay any concerns you want to assist in making the 

decision to participate or not. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 
If you have any questions, concerns, complaints or think this research has hurt you in any 
way, contact the research team, Jennifer Antoni, 61 Delaware Court, Newtown, PA 
18940, tug19874@temple.edu, 215 300 5981 or Dr. Christopher McGinley, 1301 Cecil 
B. Moore Avenue, Ritter Annex 221, Philadelphia, PA 19122, 
Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu, 215-204-6167. 

Additionally, this research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review 
Board. You may speak with them at (215) 707-3390 or email them at irb@temple.edu for 
any of the following:  

• Your questions, concerns, complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 

mailto:tug19874@temple.edu
mailto:Christopher.mcginley@temple.edu
mailto:irb@temple.edu
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• You want to speak with someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this research is to understand the way school leaders (e.g., principal, vice 
principal, supervisor) act towards chronically absent students. These findings may help 
practitioners and researchers understand identity formation. Additionally, this study will 
bring awareness to student absenteeism and give school leaders, student and parent 
perspectives.  

How long will I be in this research? 
We expect that you will be in an approximately sixty-minute long focus group with the 
student investigator, and as many as seven other former students.  

How many people will be studied? 
We expect approximately 22 people to take part in this research.  

What happens if I agree to this research? 
You will participate in an approximately sixty-minute focus group with the student 
investigator and as many as seven other former students. The focus group will be 
performed by the end of January 2021. The focus group location will be determined by 
the student investigator with input from the participants. You may be also be contacted 
for brief follow-up discussion with the investigators by phone or email. The duration of 
the possible follow-up should be no longer than 20-30 minutes. All focus groups and 
phone conversations will be audio taped to be subsequently transcribed and written 
fieldnotes will be taken by the researcher. All fieldnotes and email correspondence will 
be saved and printed.   

What happens if I agree to this research, but change my mind? 
If you decide to leave this research at any time, contact the research team so that the 
investigators can remove you from the contact list. 

Is there any way this research could be bad for me? 
There are no mental or physical risks to participating in the focus group. We will ask you 
and the other people in the group to select and use a pseudonym during the focus group. 
Please do not to tell anyone outside the group what any person said. However, we cannot 
guarantee that each participant will keep the discussions private. Thus, possible risks 
could be an invasion of your privacy, a potential for a breach of confidentiality, 
embarrassment or social stigma; psychological distress.  

What are the benefits to participating in this study? 
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There are no direct benefits from participation in the study. However, this study may 
explain shed light on chronic absenteeism at the high school level, and how school 
leaders can improve their actions regarding this widespread problem. In addition, you 
will receive compensation for your participation in the focus group session in the form of 
a $15 gift card to a local market, Wawa. 
 
What happens to the information collected for this research? 
To the extent allowed by the law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 
people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete privacy. The IRB, Temple 
University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates may insect and copy 
your information.  

The researcher will use a pseudonym rather than your name on study records. The 
information you provide will be stored in a locked cabinet and on password and firewall 
protected computers. Audio recordings of interviews will be password protected and 
firewall protected. The pseudonym key will be stored separately from the data to protect 
privacy. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not appear when the 
study is presented or published. The students are not subjects of this study and will not 
their work will not be included in any part of the publication, unless work is free of any 
identifiers such as names. If students are mentioned by name during audio recording, I 
will exclude the name from any content that might be publicly displayed, such as a poster 
of the study. 

 

What else do I need to know about this research? 
The results of this study will be made available upon request for any participant 
following the conclusion of the study. Additionally, a concise brochure will be available 
to you containing a summary of the major findings of the study. You may be contacted 
by email for instruction to observe the results.  

Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 
Your signature documents your permission to rake part in this research. 

 

 

Signature of subject         
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of subject        
 Date 
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Signature of person obtaining consent      
 Date 

 

 

Printed name of person obtaining consent      
 Date 

 

 

 


