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September 2017  It goes without saying—attendance at 

school is essential for academic success. No matter how 

talented the teacher or engaging the lesson, children won’t 

benefit unless they are in the classroom. Yet, chronic 

absenteeism—or missing 10 percent or more of school for any 

reason, excused or unexcused—is negatively impacting the lives 

of hundreds of thousands of California kids.1,2 

Chronic absenteeism impacts student success. Students who are 

chronically absent have lower test scores, poorer reading 

proficiency, and are more likely to dropout.3 Chronic absenteeism 

is also an equity issue, disproportionately affecting students of 

color, low-income students, and other vulnerable student 

groups.4 These students often face barriers at school (e.g. unjust 

discipline practices) or getting to school (e.g. unreliable 

transportation).5 

While chronic absenteeism is an indicator of broader 

challenges in children’s lives, schools and districts can take 

action to improve student attendance. 

School breakfast can improve attendance! 
Eating school breakfast increases student attendance by an 

average of 1.5 days of school per year.6 Yet, two million low-

income California kids are missing out on the benefits of school 

breakfast!7 Reaching these kids could result in big attendance 

gains for the state, such as: 

 Improved attendance for three in five low-income 

students. These are the over 60% of students that are 

eligible for but missing out on free or low-cost school 

breakfast.8 

 Three million fewer absences over the course of the 

school year. An increase in 1.5 days of attendance per 

student really adds up! 

 Millions of dollars of additional district funding that 

could be invested back into the classroom. Districts lose 

money when students aren’t in school!9 

If all low-income students were 
reached by school breakfast: 
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low-income students could see  

improved attendance 
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fewer absences 
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How does school breakfast improve attendance? 
School meals provide nutritious foods that support student 

health. Thanks to improved nutrition standards, students are 

now eating more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains in school 

meals than ever before.10,11 School meals also help to shield 

students from struggling with hunger. Children that struggle with 

hunger and inadequate nutrition are more likely than their peers 

to experience common health conditions and chronic illnesses 

which may result in missed school days.12 

Low-income students are eligible to receive free or reduced-

price breakfast through the federal School Breakfast Program. 

Districts receive reimbursement for meals served to these 

students. However, the majority of low income students in 

California aren’t reached by school breakfast.13 

When and where school breakfast is provided can have a 

significant impact on the number of students benefitting from 

the program. Effective ways to connect children with the 

nutritious meals they need to attend school and learn, include: 

Offering free breakfasts to ALL students. When meals are 

offered free to all children, school meal participation increases. 

This helps to reduce stigma—especially in middle and high 

schools. High-poverty schools can be reimbursed for offering 

free meals to all students using federal options such as the 

Community Eligibility Provision.14 

Providing breakfast after the start of the school day.  

Serving breakfast after the bell increases participation in the 

meal program by reducing stigma and barriers to showing up  

to school early, such as transportation and bus schedules.15 

Learn more about after-the-bell breakfast at cfpa.net/school-

breakfast  

 

    Schools and districts across California have 

seen an increase in attendance by serving 

breakfast after the bell!  

Learn more about the successful breakfast 

programs and attendance improvements at Clovis Unified 

School District, El Monte City School District, Lemon Grove 

School District, and Oakland Unified School District at 

cfpa.net/breakfast-after-the-bell-school-district-case-studies 

 

 
 

How big of a problem is  
chronic absenteeism  

in California? 
 

 

1 in 9 
(720,000) students are  

chronically absent* 

 
 

 

>50% 
of schools have significant to extreme 

chronic absenteeism**  
 
 
 

210,000 
(7.3% of) K-5 students are  

chronically absent† 
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Recommendations 
State, local, and district policymakers should consider actions to 

(1) maximize participation in school breakfast, and (2) more 

fully integrate health and nutrition into the state’s school finance 

and accountability system. Specifically, state policymakers could 

enact policies that would: 

Require high poverty schools to provide universally free, 

after-the-bell school breakfast in order to improve student 

attendance. Universally free breakfast provided after the start 

of the school day is an attendance support for high-poverty 

schools that can be fully funded through state and federal meal 

reimbursements—freeing up district funding for additional 

programming and student supports. 

Through federal options, such as the Community Eligibility 

Provision, high-poverty schools can be fully reimbursed for 

offering free breakfast and lunch to all students. 

Integrate health and nutrition into school-level needs 

assessments. Many high-need schools are required to conduct 

needs assessments. These can help schools identify the root 

causes of student performance issues. They should take into 

account a range of student needs, including health and nutrition. 

For example, assessing student food insecurity and availability of 

after-the-bell school breakfast could help schools determine 

whether student hunger contributes to chronic absenteeism.  

Chronic absenteeism is a measure of school and district 

performance under California’s accountability system. Chronic 

absenteeism rates by district, school, and student group will be 

available to the public on the California School Dashboard: 

www.caschooldashboard.org. 

Provide ongoing state funds for Breakfast After the Bell 

expansion grants, giving priority to high-poverty schools 

and those with chronic absenteeism. State-funded grant 

programs to start-up and expand after-the-bell breakfast 

should receive ongoing support. These programs could be 

improved to (1) provide support for schools to engage staff  

and build capacity for sustainable breakfast programs, and  

(2) more explicitly support student attendance. 

 

  

 
 

How big of a problem is  
hunger in California? 

 
 

 

1 in 5 
(1.9 million) children are in  

families that struggle to put enough  
food on the table†† 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Chronic absenteeism is  
a measure of school and 
district performance 
under California’s 
accountability system. 
Chronic absenteeism 
rates by district, school, 
and student group  
will be available to the 
public on the California 
School Dashboard: 
www.caschooldashboard.org  
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