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 School absences are pervasive across New York City.  
Almost 1 in 5 New York City public school elementary  
students (19%) were chronically absent in SY 2013–14,  
missing 20 days or more of school. Worse, homeless  

elementary students were chronically absent at roughly twice  
the rate of elementary students overall. Chronic absenteeism is 
correlated with lower test scores, an increased risk of being held  
back, and higher dropout rates. Homeless students dispropor- 
tionately face these challenges, and their greater likelihood of  
being chronically absent places them at even more risk. This report 
builds on the work of the 2015 Atlas of Student Homelessness in  
New York City by examining the disparities in absenteeism and its 
impact on educational achievement, comparing homeless students  
and their housed peers, regardless of family income level. 

Key Findings
 

Homeless elementary students missed an 
average of four weeks of school (19 days) 
in SY 2013–14. This was a week and a half 
more than low-income housed students  
(12 days) and two weeks more than non- 
low-income housed students (9 days). 

Homeless children were chronically absent 
at almost twice the overall citywide rate—
36% compared to 19% in SY 2013–14. 

Among homeless elementary students, 
those living in shelter had the highest rate 
of chronic absenteeism. In SY 2013–14, 58% 
of students living in shelter were chron-
ically absent compared to 25% of homeless 
students who were living doubled up. 

Homeless children enroll in schools  
where high rates of chronic absenteeism 
are already a problem. More than 10,000, 
or 28% of homeless elementary students 
were enrolled in schools where over 1/3 of  
all students were chronically absent  
in SY 2013–14.  

 
 

School transfers greatly increase rates of 
chronic absenteeism. Of the 1,600 homeless 
elementary students living in shelter who 
transferred twice or more in SY 2013–14, 
80% were chronically absent. 

Chronically absent homeless children 
repeated the same grade at over three 
times the rate of homeless students who 
missed fewer than five school days in  
SY 2013–14. 

Homeless elementary students who  
missed fewer than five days of school 
passed State assessment tests at about 
the same rate as their low-income housed 
peers (38% compared to 37%). Just 12%  
of chronically absent homeless students 
achieved proficiency in either their  
English Language Arts or Math test.
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 The Absenteeism  
Epidemic
While high absenteeism rates are an overall problem  
for the New York City Department of Education, chronic 
absenteeism is particularly startling among homeless 
elementary students. Of the over 43,000 homeless 
children in grades K–5, almost 16,000 were chronically 
absent in SY 2013–14, or more than one-third of all 
young homeless students. Among public elementary 
schools citywide, chronic absenteeism ranged between 
2% and 78% for homeless students. While the largest 
disparity in chronic absenteeism (36% compared to 9%) 
was between homeless students and housed students 
who were not receiving free or reduced-price lunch— 
a proxy for low-income status1—the problem goes 
beyond poverty. As seen in Figure 1, young homeless 
students were also chronically absent at a rate  
almost twice as high as their housed peers who  
were low-income (36% compared to 20%).

FIGURE 1

Days absent among elementary  
students by housing status
(SY 2013–14)
n 0–4 days n 5–19 days n 20 or more days

Overall (N=461,036)

Housed, No Free Lunch (N=120,494)

Housed, Free Lunch (N=296,903)

Homeless (N=43,639)

Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.

Students Living in  
Shelters Confront  
the Highest Risk
Although homeless students were more likely to be 
chronically absent than those who were housed, rates 
varied depending on the type of temporary housing.  
For instance, students living in homeless shelters faced 
a far greater risk of being chronically absent than those 
living doubled up.* As seen in Figure 2, citywide, over half 
of sheltered elementary students (58%) were chronically 
absent in SY 2013–14 compared to 25% of doubled-up
students. At some schools, such as P.S. 41 in District 11 in 
the Williamsbridge area of the Bronx, homeless students 
had even higher rates of absenteeism, with as many as 
84% of elementary students living in shelters and  
63% of doubled-up students chronically absent.

FIGURE 2

Chronic absenteeism among  
homeless elementary students  
by housing status
(SY 2013–14)

Note: The number of doubled-up and sheltered students combined is  
less than the number of homeless students overall because the chart  
does not include all categories of homelessness. 
Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.

 * Doubled-up students are those living with another family or  
other person due to loss of housing or economic hardship.
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FIGURE 4

Chronic absenteeism among elementary students by number of  
mid-year transfers and housing status
(SY 2013–14)

2 or more transfers

1 or more transfer

No transfers

Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013-14, tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.
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Impact of School 
Transfers on  
Homeless Students’ 
Absenteeism Rate
School transfers were much more frequent among
homeless students. As shown in Figure 3, doubled-up
students transferred at twice the rate of elementary
students overall and sheltered students transferred 
at over three times the rate. Transfers negatively 
impacted attendance for all students, but were 
particularly damaging to homeless children’s ability to 
maintain consistent attendance. Among elementary 
students who transferred two or more times in  
SY 2013–14, Figure 4 shows that sheltered students  
saw the highest rate of chronic absence (80%) followed  
by doubled-up students (57%). These were compared  
to housed students receiving free or reduced-price 
lunch at 48% and housed students not eligible for  
free or reduced-price lunch at 34%. While sheltered 
students had the highest rate of chronic absenteeism, 
all students saw an increase in chronic absence for  
every additional transfer. Doubled-up students, however, 
saw the greatest percentage-point increase with a  
34 percentage-point gap between those with no 
transfers and those with two or more transfers  
(23% compared to 57%) (Figure 4). 
 
 

FIGURE 3

Mid-year transfers among elemen-
tary students by housing status
(SY 2013–14)
n No transfers n 1 transfer n 2 or more transfers

Overall (N=532,412)

Overall Homeless (N=49,609)

Housed, No Free Lunch (N=140,876)

Housed, Free Lunch (N=341,927)

Doubled Up (N=29,705)

Sheltered (N=16,893)

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. The number of doubled- 
up and sheltered students combined is less than the number of overall homeless 
because the chart does not include all categories of homelessness. 
Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness. 
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School-wide  
Absenteeism
Absenteeism is a problem that disproportionately 
affects homeless elementary students, but also 
some schools as well. Homeless students were far 
more likely to attend elementary schools with higher 
overall chronic absenteeism even when the absences 
of homeless students were not included in school-
wide absenteeism level calculations. As seen in Figure 
5, in high-absenteeism elementary schools—schools 
with one-third or more of all students chronically 
absent—20% of students were homeless, on average. 
In low absenteeism schools—schools with one-tenth 
or fewer of all students chronically absent—just 4% of 
students were homeless. In SY 2013–14, one-quarter of 
all homeless elementary school students (over 10,000 
children) attended elementary schools where 33% 
or more of students were chronically absent. High 
school-wide absenteeism has been shown to undermine 
academic outcomes for all students, even those with 
perfect attendance records.2 Figure 6 shows that these 
high-absenteeism schools are concentrated in areas 
of the south Bronx, upper Manhattan, and central 
Brooklyn, areas that are already known to struggle  
with high rates of neighborhood poverty. 

FIGURE 5

School-wide chronic absenteeism 
level and student housing status
(Elementary schools, SY 2013–14)
n Housed, No Free Lunch n Housed, Free Lunch 
n Homeless

Low Absenteeism (10% or less) (N=113 schools)

Somewhat Low Absenteeism (10%–21%) (N=219 schools)

Somewhat High Absenteeism (21%–32%) (N=167 schools)

High Absenteeism (33% or more) (N=105 schools)

Note: School absenteeism levels adopted from the Center for New York City 
Affairs, A Better Picture of Poverty: What Chronic Absenteeism and Risk Load 
Reveal About NYC’s Lowest-Income Elementary Schools, November 2014. 
Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.

FIGURE 6

Schools with high school-wide chronic absenteeism rates
(Elementary schools, SY 2013–14) 

Top 10 New York City elementary schools 
with highest school-wide absenteeism  

 School School School-wide 
Rank District Name Chronic Absenteeism
1 District 75 P.S. X010 62% 

2 District 24 PS 110 58%

3 District 23 Christopher Avenue Community School 53%

4 District 17 P.S. 398 Walter Weaver 47%

4 District 19 P.S. 190 Sheffield 47%

5 District 19 P.S. 328 Phyllis Wheatley 46%

6 District 16 P.S. 025 Eubie Blake School 45%

7 District 4 P.S. 38 Roberto Clemente 44%

7 District 10 P.S. 059 The Community School of Technology 44%

7 District 5 P.S. 030 Hernandez/Hughes 44%

7 District 5 P.S. 125 Ralph Bunche 44%

7 District 13 P.S. 270 Johann DeKalb 44%

7 District 12 P.S. 006 West Farms 44%

Location of schools with high chronic  
absenteeism (school-wide, SY 2013–14) 
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Note: High school-wide absenteeism is defined as 33% or more of students chronically absent. School absenteeism levels adopted from the Center for New York City Affairs, 
A Better Picture of Poverty: What Chronic Absenteeism and Risk Load Reveal About NYC’s Lowest-Income Elementary Schools, November 2014. 

Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness. 
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 The Educational  
 Impact of Chronic  
 Absenteeism
When homeless children miss a large number of  
school days, their chances of succeeding in school  
decline. As shown in Figure 7, in SY 2013–14, chronically 
absent homeless students passed one or both 3rd–8th 
grade State assessment tests only one-third as often  
as students who missed fewer than 5 days. While 1 in 8 
(12%) chronically absent homeless students passed at 
least one exam in SY 2013–14, homeless students who 

 
missed 4 or fewer school days passed at about the same 
rate as low-income housed students (38% compared  
to 37%) (Figure 7).

Absenteeism was also associated with an increased 
risk for being held back a grade. One in 10 homeless 
elementary students (10.5%) who were chronically  
absent were held back the following year, compared to 
much lower rates for those who were not chronically 
absent (Figure 8). Homeless elementary students who 
were chronically absent in SY 2012–13 were over twice  
as likely to be held back the following year. 

FIGURE 8

Grade retention among homeless 
elementary students by number of 
days absent with comparisons to 
average group rates
(SY 2012–13)

Note: Grade retention rate refers to the percentage of students who repeated 
the same grade in SY 2013–14. “Average group rates” refer to the rates for  
overall homeless, housed, free lunch, housed, no free lunch, and overall NYC.
Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.

FIGURE 7

State test pass rate for homeless 
students by number of days absent
with comparisons to average  
group rates
(SY 2013–14)

Note: State test pass rate refers to the percentage of students who were  
either at, or above grade level on one or both of their English Language Arts  
and Mathematics State assessments. State assessments are administered to 
students in grades 3 through 8. “Average group rates” refer to the rates for 
overall homeless, housed, free lunch, housed, no free lunch, and overall NYC.

Source: New York City Department of Education unpublished data SY 2013–14, 
tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness.
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Fighting Absenteeism  
Among New York City’s  
Most Vulnerable  
Children
Young homeless students who are chronically absent 
face a tremendous risk of failing their 3rd–8th grade 
State tests and being held back. Meanwhile, those who 
attend school consistently see educational outcomes 
similar to housed students. This highlights the vital 
importance of helping homeless elementary students 
get to school—a task that will require engagement 
not just on the school’s part, but also from the larger 
community. Programs to reduce absenteeism that have 
seen the greatest success have tackled the problem 
on multiple levels, adding in activities before and after 
school to increase students’ desire to attend, following 
up with parents immediately when a student is not 
at school to identify the reason for the absence, and 
helping families to address health issues and other 

barriers that lead to absences. Key to success will be 
identifying the specific attendance support needs of 
homeless students. Additionally, more needs to be 
learned about why students who are living in family 
shelters have such high rates of chronic absenteeism 
overall, and the potential supports that could be added 
when a family applies for shelter at the Prevention 
Assistance and Temporary Housing center (PATH), the 
main point of entry into the shelter system. 

Education policymakers have long known that high 
absences are associated with lower assessment scores, 
increased grade retention and reduced graduation 
rates—consequences for which homeless students are 
already at risk. With almost 16,000 homeless elementary 
students chronically absent citywide in SY 2013–14, 
addressing the relationship between homelessness and 
absenteeism and engaging shelters so that they can be 
a resource to homeless children struggling with school 
attendance could mean a better educational future for 
many of New York’s most vulnerable children. 

Endnotes
1 Eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch is used as a proxy for low-income  
status. The income eligibility threshold for students to receive free or  
reduced-price lunch is 185% of the federal poverty level.

2 The Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. Taking Attendance Seriously:  
How School Absences Undermine Student and School Performance in  
New York City, May 2011.
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