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Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism at a Small, Regional, 

Minority-Serving Institution  

Christopher M. Estepp 

University of Arkansas 

Christopher T. Stripling 

University of Tennessee 

While research has shown class attendance is important for undergraduate 

student success, few studies have examined why students choose to not attend 

class.  What is more, existing research has focused on absenteeism among 

undergraduates at land-grant institutions and professional schools.  The purpose 

of this qualitative study was to examine reasons for absenteeism among students 

at a small, regional, minority-serving institution.  Three focus groups were used 

to collect data, and thematic data analysis revealed class attendance was 

impacted by (a) teacher attributes, (b) student attributes, (c) process variables, 

and (d) context variables.  Based on these attributes and variables, 

recommendations are provided to instructors and administrators on how to 

improve class attendance at small, regional, minority-serving institutions.  

Keywords: absenteeism, minority-serving institution, classroom attendance, 

higher education 

Higher education reform has been a recurrent topic over the last several decades. In a report for 

the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, The Committee for Economic 

Development (2005) stated that “without improvements to our educational system, we are in 

danger of losing our preeminent position to nations with better academically prepared youth, 

whose rapidly increasing rates of college participation and graduation already outpace our own” 

(p. vii).  Fry (2004) reported that many college students never complete their degrees, and if 

students graduate, they are not proficient in necessary skills, such as critical thinking, problem 

solving, teamwork, and leadership (Arum & Roksa, 2011; Bok, 2006, 2013; Brint & Clotfelter, 

2016). 

Accordingly, recommendations have been put forward to improve students’ persistence in higher 

education, many of which have focused upon faculty members’ teaching (Association of Public 

and Land-grant Universities [APLU], 2009; Brint & Clotfelter, 2016; National Research Council 

[NRC], 2009; U.S. Department of Education [USDE], 2006).  Calls have been made for faculty 

to implement active, engaging learning experiences in the classroom; however, the blame may  
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not solely lie upon teachers’ classroom instruction.  Others have proposed that undergraduate 

students have become increasingly disengaged from academic coursework (Harackiewicz & 

Priniski, 2018; Hassel & Lourey, 2005; Moore et al., 2008; Taylor, 2006; Trout, 1997).  This is 

disconcerting, as Tinto (1975, 1993) theorized that students who are not academically engaged in 

college are less likely to persist through graduation.  

One measurable indicator of students’ disengagement with the academic process is absenteeism 

from class. Scholars have asserted that student absenteeism has become a chronic problem in 

higher education (Bati et al., 2013; Cleary-Holdforth, 2007; Friedman et al., 2001; Macfarlane, 

2013).  Studies aimed at determining the relationships among absenteeism and academic success 

have yielded varied results; however, the general consensus has been that absenteeism is 

correlated with lower academic performance (Marburger, 2001; Rodgers, 2001; Stanca, 2006; 

Teixeira, 2016).  Empirical data from a meta-analysis by Credè et al. (2010) reported strong 

relationships between classroom attendance, academic performance, course grades, and GPA.  In 

fact, Credè et al. stated that class attendance was a better predictor of college grades than other 

predictors of academic performance including, SAT scores, high school GPA, and study habits.  

While data have illustrated the relationship between class attendance with academic 

performance, fewer inquiries have studied students’ reasons for absenteeism.  Most studies 

examining reasons for absenteeism have been conducted at land-grant universities, professional 

schools, or in foreign countries. In contrast, fewer investigations have examined absenteeism at 

smaller regional and minority-serving institutions.  According to Li and Carroll (2007), regional, 

minority-serving institutions tend to be less selective with admissions and enroll more first-

generation, low-income students.  Due to these differences, it is plausible that students at 

regional and minority-serving institutions exhibit differences in their reasons for absenteeism.  

Additionally, this gap in the literature is important as research has indicated that the 

aforementioned problems of college persistence are exacerbated among minority students, 

especially Hispanic students (Crisp, 2011; Kuh et al., 2007).  Because of the scarcity of research 

in this area, more studies investigating absenteeism among students at regional, minority-serving 

institutions is warranted.  As a result, the purpose of this qualitative study was to determine 

reasons for absenteeism among students at a small, regional, minority-serving institution.  The 

following research question guided this study: Why do undergraduate students at Sul Ross State 

University choose not to attend class?  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study was based on the Model for the Study of Classroom 

Teaching (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974).  According to the model, teacher attributes, student 

attributes, context variables, and process variables interact to influence student behaviors.  In the 

context of this study, absenteeism was considered a student behavior.  Teacher attributes are 

characteristics of teachers affecting teaching and learning, such as teacher formative experiences, 
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educational experiences, and teacher properties (e.g., pedagogical skills and knowledge, 

motivation, and personality traits as described by Dunkin and Biddle, 1974).  

Student attributes are characteristics of the learner, such as formative experiences, educational 

experiences, and student properties (e.g., social class, abilities, knowledge, and attitudes; Dunkin 

& Biddle, 1974).  Process variables are “the actual activities of classroom teaching – what 

teachers and pupils do in the classroom” (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974, p. 44).  Context variables are 

“characteristics of the environment about which teachers . . . can do very little” (Dunkin & 

Biddle, 1974, p. 41).  Examples of context variables are community, school, and classroom 

contexts such as school buildings, budgets, and community beliefs and student populations 

(Dunkin & Biddle, 1974). 

Literature Review 

Prior research has outlined the attendance habits of undergraduate students. Studies have shown 

that the number of undergraduates absent from class ranges from 20-40% (Friedman et al., 2001; 

Rodgers, 2001; Romer, 1993), and Marburger (2001) and others (e.g., Rodgers, 2001; Van 

Blerkom, 1992) reported that as the semester progresses, the number of student absences 

increases.  What is more, absenteeism increases toward the end of the week.  Marburger (2001) 

showed a 9% increase in absences on Friday versus Monday and Wednesday.  Regarding who 

misses class, Gump (2005) found that seniors had the highest number of absences, while 

sophomores had the least. 

Many factors influence students’ absenteeism.  According to Thomas and Borrayo (2016), stress 

has been cited as a major contributor to absenteeism.  Stress, coupled with low self-efficacy and 

anxiety, played a role in students’ motivation to attend class (Moore et al., 2008) and was 

detrimental to students’ emotional and physical health (Thomas & Borrayo, 2016).  Accordingly, 

across studies, the most commonly reported reason for absenteeism was illness, either minor or 

severe (Friedman et al., 2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009).  

Other personal reasons included oversleeping, running errands, being out of town, emergencies, 

important events (i.e., funeral, wedding), work, and desiring to have a break (Friedman et al., 

2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009).  

In addition to personal reasons, researchers have also reported instructor variables that played a 

role in students’ decisions to miss class.  Examples of instructor variables were: poor lecture 

quality, course content provided online, instructor reading from notes, instructor not comfortable 

with the content, instructor not allowing students to enter the classroom late, and the in-class 

material not being consistent with exams (Friedman et al., 2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van 

Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009). 

Research has shown the benefits of attending class; however, the studies examining students’ 

reasons for absenteeism have been more limited.  Most of the studies conducted have relied on 
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quantitative methods, which may have inadvertently omitted certain variables.  In addition, while 

these studies illustrated various reasons for absenteeism among undergraduates, they were 

conducted at large, land-grant universities, professional schools, or in foreign countries.  A 

substantial gap in the literature exists pertaining to absenteeism among students at small, 

regional, and minority-serving institutions. 

Methods 

In qualitative inquiries, researchers should disclose personal biases for readers to understand the 

lens through which the researchers conducted the study (Merriam, 1998).  The two researchers 

are faculty members in Agricultural Education, one at a land-grant institution in the Southeast 

and the other at a Hispanic-serving institution in the Southwest.  Both researchers adhere to a 

constructivist epistemology in the classroom and strive to create student-centered, active learning 

environments.  Thus, attendance is an important issue, as both researchers believe students 

should be present in class to be active participants in the learning process.  This particular study 

was conducted at Sul Ross State University, which is a small, regional, Hispanic-Serving 

Institution in the Southwestern United States.  The demographic makeup of students at Sul Ross 

State University is approximately 52% Hispanic, 39% White, and 9% African American.  

We approached the research question using qualitative methods to examine and understand 

undergraduate students’ collective reasoning as to why they chose to not attend class.  

Qualitative methodology allowed us to develop a deeper understanding and richer description of 

the phenomenon of absenteeism (Flick, 2006).  This approach was grounded in the theoretical 

perspective of social constructivism.  Crotty (1998) purported that knowledge construction 

occurs “in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and 

transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42).  Accordingly, this led us to utilize a 

focus group methodology to collect data.  In alignment with social constructivism, focus groups 

are “a quasi-naturalistic method for studying the generation of social representations or social 

knowledge in general” (Flick, 2006, p. 199), and thus appropriate for use with this type of 

research phenomena.  

The target population was all undergraduate students at Sul Ross State University.  Focus group 

participants were solicited through campus-wide email invitations, and incentives of $10 iTunes 

gift cards were offered for participation.  Purposive sampling of chronically absent students was 

not attempted, as many instructors do not take roll in their courses, making identification of these 

students difficult.  Twenty-four undergraduate students participated in one of three focus groups. 

Focus group one had six participants, group two had seven participants, and group three had 11 

participants.  The number of participants per group was deemed appropriate according to 

recommendations by McLafferty (2004), who suggested group sizes should range from 6 to 15 

members.  In response to the campus-wide email, participants signed up for one of the three 

focus groups based on their availability.  
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The two lead researchers facilitated the focus group interview process.  One researcher, not 

affiliated with Sul Ross State University, served as the moderator, while the second researcher 

observed and recorded field notes.  Focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

To assure anonymity, participants were assigned numbers (S1, S2, etc.), which were used as 

identifiers throughout the data collection and analysis process. Semi-structured interview guides 

were used during focus groups to facilitate deep discussion among the participants.  Participants 

were also asked open-ended, follow-up questions to probe further into participants’ responses.  

Examples of questions included, Do you feel class attendance is important? (please explain your 

answer); When do you feel it is appropriate to miss or not attend class?; and Describe your 

thought process in deciding to attend or not attend an individual class session.  

Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis method.  This method allowed us to reduce the 

data based on repeated words and phrases (Grbich, 2007).  No predetermined themes were 

established; instead, the data were allowed to “speak for themselves initially before any 

predesigned themes [were] imposed” (Grbich, 2007, p. 32).  A block and file approach to data 

analysis was used where the researchers read through the transcribed data multiple times, 

separated data into color-coded segments, which helped categorize the data into themes.  We 

compared our coding and came to consensus on the emergent themes present in the data.  We 

determined that our themes closely resembled Dunkin and Biddle’s (1974) Model for the Study 

of Classroom Teaching; thus, we utilized their nomenclature to develop theme titles.  Lastly, data 

were included as evidence of each emergent theme.  

According to Dooley (2007), several techniques exist for establishing trustworthiness in 

qualitative studies ensuring “that the researcher will tell the story giving voice to the 

respondents” (p. 39), and provides a “degree of confidence that the findings of the study 

represent the respondents and their context” (p. 38).  Trustworthiness factors include credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  Credibility was established in this study 

through persistent observation, investigator triangulation of data analyses, peer debriefing, and 

member checks of the data (Dooley, 2007).  Transferability was achieved through collecting the 

data in the context of the phenomenon being studied, literature comparisons, and rich, thick 

descriptions of the data (Dooley, 2007).  Next, dependability and confirmability were 

accomplished by providing an audit trail documenting methodological decisions and reflections, 

which also included field notes and a reflection journal (Dooley, 2007). 

The limitations of the study are as follows: (a) the sample population was not representative of 

the overall population in terms of race/ethnicity, and (b) the focus groups were 

disproportionately Caucasian.  Additionally, the researchers have no way to discern the 

attendance habits of students.  Therefore, this sample may not represent chronically absent 

students.   
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Results 

The average age of participants was 23.6 years old, with a minimum and maximum of 19 and 60, 

respectively.  Sixty percent of respondents were Caucasian, 32% were Hispanic/Latino, 4% were 

African American, and 4% classified themselves as “other.”  About 30% of respondents reported 

being sophomores, 40% were juniors, and 30% were seniors.  Also, the average number of 

classes not attended in the four weeks prior to the focus groups was 3.2 (SD = 2.5). 

Data analysis revealed four themes explaining the reasons why undergraduate students choose 

not to attend class.  The themes were arranged in accordance with Dunkin and Biddle’s (1974) 

Model for the Study of Classroom Teaching and included (a) teacher attributes, (b) student 

attributes, (c) process variables, and (d) context variables.  

Teacher Attributes 

Participants expressed that the role of the professor in the classroom plays a large part in whether 

a student will attend class.  Participants agreed that the professor instructs them on what they 

need to know and “it’s a lot easier with somebody guiding you through the process instead of 

trying to do it on your own” (S5) and being in class helped students learn beyond what was 

assigned in a textbook (S7; S9; S12; S15; S16; S22).  Additionally, participants conveyed that 

their rapport with teachers played a key role in class attendance.  Students were more likely to 

attend class if they felt the professor remembered who they were or would notice if they were 

absent (S2; S6; S8; S11; S23).  Students wanted to be more than a “name on a piece of paper” 

(S5).  Participants were more likely to attend class when the professor was “more involved with 

their students” (S9).  For example, when teachers paid attention to the students, asked students 

questions to engage participation, and corrected student answers in a nice manner (S7; S8; S9; 

S24).  Students were less likely to attend class if the teacher made them feel “stupid” (S6; S9; 

S15; S24).  Students reported that when they “try so hard but the professor doesn’t see it,” and 

“when they try to get help [but,] they [teachers] don’t want to help” (S6), the students were less 

likely to attend class.  Students wanted professors to be there for the students and “not here for 

them[selves]” (S14).  Students who did not have a rapport with the professor or did not like the 

professor were less likely to attend class (S7; S8; S10; S24). 

Participant S6 in this study continuously communicated that a professor’s strictness will play a 

role in a student’s desire to attend class.  Participants also felt that if attendance was “stricter,” 

Sul Ross State University would have a better academic climate (S1; S5; S6; S12).  Participant 

S1 stated they would rather show up for class “where I know every single day that the teacher is 

going to take at least a small grade compared to the classes where I know we are just going over 

lectures for the next three weeks until that test comes.”  Participants reported that when 

professors had mandatory attendance in the form of sign-in sheets and/or weekly quizzes, there 

was a greater incentive to attend class because attendance was factored into their grades (S5; S6; 

S23; S24). 
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Many participants expressed that a professor’s enthusiasm or lack thereof for course material 

played a role in a student’s decision to attend class.  Participants expressed when the professor is 

“monotone” (S2; S6; S7; S8), the lack of expressiveness makes students want to “fall asleep” 

(S8; S6) and not want to be in the class.  A student stated that if a professor would just simply 

move around the classroom or vary their voice, these changes would make a boring topic a little 

more interesting (S2).  Participants preferred when “the professor is more enthused to teach” 

(S15) and passionate about the subject (S15; S16; S17; S18; S21).  They expressed enthusiasm 

for teaching, and the subject matter motivated them to attend class (S15; S16; S17; S18; S21).  

Student Attributes  

Participants placed more emphasis on classes for their major than general education classes, 

since major classes are more specific in content knowledge (S1; S4; S6; S7; S8; S9; S9; S10; 

S11; S12; S13; S18; S19; S20).  Participants also expressed major courses continuously build 

upon each other, and as a result, some believed it was more important to attend cumulative 

classes (S2; S4).  Some participants felt general education classes were “almost pointless” (S11) 

because the information did not apply to their major or career of interest (S6; S7; S11; S14; S19).  

Participant’s responses also indicated they missed class for physiological reasons (S2; S4; S5; 

S6; S7; S9; S11; S23).  To that end, participant S5 felt it was acceptable to skip class if they were 

sick or ill.  Some participants indicated they were more likely to miss a general education course 

versus a course required in their major for an illness (S2; S4; S5).  Other participants admitted to 

skipping class if they were “tired” (S6; S7; S9; S11; S23). 

Participants expressed that they prioritized which classes to attend (S1; S2; S3; S4; S5; S8).  

Participant S3 stated one factor used in this prioritization was how well they were doing or the 

grade they currently had in the class.  Participants professed they had skipped class to study or 

finish work for another class (S1; S14; S15; S16; S17; S18; S19; S20; S21; S22).  Current 

academic performance and their confidence in their ability to obtain a desired grade influenced if 

they would skip a particular class to finish classwork or study for a class in which their grade 

was below a desired level (S1; S2; S8; S14).  If participants perceived they understood the course 

material at a personally satisfactory level, or they believed they were not being challenged by the 

course material, they were also more likely to choose to skip class or only attend on test days 

(S1; S2; S3; S5; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S14).  

Participants were likely to place greater emphasis on personal matters than attending class.  

Consequently, participants were more likely to skip class for family or work-related situations 

(S1; S12; S13; S16; S18; S20).  Some participants expressed the need to put their families first 

and schoolwork second (S1; S12; S16; S20).  For example, caring for small children often meant 

participants were not able to complete their homework until late at night, and this made morning 

classes harder to attend (S1; S11; S12).  Participants also put personal health, such as diseases, 

disorders, and allergies, above attending class (S6; S11; S20).  If participants felt stressed out or 
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“overwhelmed” (S5) from class or life, they noted skipping class in order to “not think about it” 

(S5) or to regroup before their next class (S5; S18; S19; S20).  Participants were also more likely 

to miss class for work if they needed money to attend college (S2; S7; S18).  Some participants 

missed class for social reasons such as partying or watching sports (S13; S16). 

Process Variables  

Material being covered in class was an important factor in participants’ decision to attend class. 

Participants were more likely to skip lectures if they felt they already knew the material being 

presented in class (S1; S3; S6; S16).  Additionally, if students felt they could easily make up the 

work or obtain the material from the book, they were more likely to skip class (S1; S3; S6; S7; 

S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S17).  Conversely, if quizzes, tests, or graded assignments were given, 

participants felt more inclined to attend (S1; S3; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S17).  Some 

participants were more inclined to skip the first day of the semester, because they perceived the 

instructor would discuss the syllabus, and they felt going over the syllabus was not important 

(S1; S6).  Participants were also more likely to skip the day after an exam (S1; S5; S19).  Two 

participants stated they were more likely to attend class if there was a guest lecture (S19; S20).  

Participants further expressed that the way a class was taught and the learning activities used 

affected their decision to attend class; the more involved they are in class, the more likely they 

were to attend (S1; S2; S6; S9; S18; S20).  Participants preferred “fun” (S16) activities such as 

games or other competitive activities to keep students engaged (S16; S17).  Participants were 

also more likely to attend class when the professor used questions or discussions to engage 

students (S6; S7; S16; S19).  Some students preferred working in groups that “[get] the class 

involved.” (S6) and liked having the opportunity to learn with other students (S6; S7; S16).  

Participant S9 felt there was greater emphasis on attending class when working in groups 

because their input affects other people and their grades.  Participant S1 expressed appreciation 

when professors put in the effort to make classes more engaging through personal “experiences 

and projects they’ve worked on.”  Participants did not appreciate when professors read off of the 

PowerPoint slides (S7; S8; S11; S13; S12; S16;) or assigned work they perceived as “busy work” 

(S13) such as answering questions from the textbook or watching a movie and answering 

questions (S13; S18; S19).  

Context Variables 

Some participants felt mandatory class attendance was extremely beneficial because it gave 

incentive to not miss class material (S1; S4; S6; S9; S16; S19).  However, other students felt the 

decision to attend class should remain with the student since they are paying to attend college 

(S2; S6; S10; S18).  When class attendance was not mandatory, participants expressed that their 

peers, as well as themselves, were less likely to attend class (S1; S2; S3; S4; S5; S6; S12).  Some 

participants perceived that mandatory class attendance positively influenced their course grade 

(S1; S16). 
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Difficulty of the material also played a role in attendance.  Some participants reported that if the 

material was too difficult, overwhelming, or caused stress, they would consider not showing up 

to class (S1; S5; S11).  Furthermore, as the difficulty of a course increased, or as the course 

progressed, participants perceived that less of their peers show up to class (S1; S11).  Participant 

S6 noted that some students take non-challenging classes as a “joke” (S6), and some stated, if 

they know a professor gives “an easy A,” students will just show up for exams (S1; S6; S11).  

Participants also expressed that if a course is not as challenging, they were less likely to attend 

class because they were confident in their ability to make up the work or be prepared enough for 

a test (S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12). 

Participants felt class size was a factor in deciding whether or not to attend class (S4; S6; S7; S8; 

S9; S10; S11; S19).  Participants felt that in smaller classes and labs, professors and teaching 

assistants would notice if they were absent, making participants want to attend class more, 

whereas, in a bigger class, they would not be noticed nearly as much (S4; S7; S8; S12; S19; 

S20).  However, participants preferred smaller classes because of the one-on-one attention from 

the professor and fewer distractions from the rest of their peers (S4; S6; S7; S8; S12; S19; S20).  

Class scheduling played a key role in participants’ attendance.  Participants were more likely to 

miss early morning classes (S1; S5; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S13; S14; S16; S19), 

whereas some participants perceived morning classes as part of the college commitment (S2; 

S16; S18).  Participants were more likely to miss classes on Thursdays and Fridays as these 

classes cut into their personal lives such as driving home on the weekends, partying, and school-

sponsored activities such as athletics and rodeo (S1; S2; S3; S6; S7; S14; S16; S17; S18; S23).  

Participants were also more likely to miss class if it conflicted with their work schedule (S1; S2; 

S6; S5; S7), and some placed work life ahead of their academic commitments (S8; S17).  

Moreover, when there were large time gaps in participants’ schedules, students reported they 

were more likely to skip class (S6; S7; S11; S12; S18; S20).  Students indicated they used the 

time to rest (S11) and complete homework (S6; S7).  Other students stated a large time gap 

caused laziness, and as a result, they did not go back to class (S19; S23).  Participants felt that 

they were often locked into their schedules because of limited offerings; thus, they needed to 

plan schedules out well in advance to make sure they took all of their required coursework, 

further limiting the flexibility of their schedules (S6; S7; S10).  Participants felt that if some 

classes were offered online, it could help alleviate some of the scheduling stress (S6; S7).  

Weather influenced participants’ motivation to attend class (S6; S7; S10; S18).  Icy conditions, 

“really cold” (S7; S18), and “bad weather” (S6; S7) were given as reasons given for missing 

class.  Participants were also more likely to skip classes in order to attend extracurricular 

activities (S2; S3; S17) and resume-building activities, such as volunteering, research, or work 

experience, because they felt the need to build skills for their future careers (S5; S7; S9; S14; 

S10; S17; S18; S20). 
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Conclusions 

Results revealed that reasons for absenteeism grouped into four themes: (a) teacher attributes, (b) 

student attributes, (c) process variables, and (d) context variables.  These attributes and variables 

align with the findings of other researchers (e.g., Friedman et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2008; 

Stripling et al., 2013).  However, while the themes align with those found by other studies, this 

study provides an in-depth description of students’ reasons for absenteeism at a small, regional, 

minority-serving institution. 

Regarding teacher attributes, participants professed they were more likely to attend classes in 

which they had a positive rapport with the instructor and if the instructor exhibited characteristics 

of effective teachers, such as those put forward by Rosenshine and Furst (1971).  This finding is 

congruent with earlier literature, which reported that students were more likely to miss class 

when teachers were ineffective.  Students were also more willing to attend class when professors 

facilitated the learning process and noticed students’ effort.  Additionally, participants valued a 

low-risk learning environment where they could actively participate without fear of being made 

to feel stupid or corrected in a harsh manner.  Theoretically, this low-risk environment could 

help improve self-efficacy and lower stress and anxiety, which Moore et al. (2008) stated could 

increase motivation.  Furthermore, students noted that strict attendance policies encouraged 

higher attendance rates.  

Related to student attributes, participants professed they were more committed to attending 

major-specific over general education courses due to the cumulative nature and perceived 

relevance of major-specific courses.  Participants also reported missing class for physiological 

reasons, such as sickness and being tired.  Additionally, participants prioritized class attendance 

based upon academic performance, assignments due, future exams, knowledge of course content, 

family and work obligations, financial needs, and their social life.  These student attributes are 

consistent with Friedman et al. (2001), Stripling et al. (2013), Van Blerkom (1992), and Westrick 

et al. (2009).  

In relation to process variables, students were more likely to be absent from class when teacher-

centered activities, such as lecture were used as compared to a class session in which students 

expected social- or student-centered activities such as games, questioning and discussion, and 

graded work (i.e., test, quiz).  Furthermore, they were more likely to not attend class when 

content could be obtained from the book or online and when class activities were perceived as 

busywork, such as answering questions from a textbook or watching a movie and answering 

questions.  These findings are similar to those of Stripling et al. (2013) and Westrick et al. 

(2009).  

Context variables such as an attendance policy or mandatory attendance, perceived rigor of the 

course, time and day the course was offered, class size, weather, perceived need to engage in 

resume-building activities, and timing of extracurricular activities influenced attendance.  To that 
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end, students were more likely to attend classes smaller in size and with an attendance policy, 

high rigor, offered in the afternoon, and on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday.  Precipitation 

and cold weather, the perceived need to engage in out-of-class resume-building activities, and 

extracurricular activities also reduced class attendance.  Works by Marburger (2001), Friedman 

et al. (2001), Stripling et al. (2013), and Westrick et al. (2009) reported a similar influence of 

context variables on class attendance.  

Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations are given to faculty/instructors 

for increasing class attendance: (a) take proactive steps to develop teacher-student rapport; (b) 

show enthusiasm for teaching and the content; (c) be a facilitator of learning and acknowledge 

students’ efforts in the learning process; (d) establish low-risk learning environments in which 

students feel comfortable expressing varied perspectives, engaging in academic discussion, and 

making and learning from mistakes; (e) develop and hold students accountable to an attendance 

policy; (f) teach general education courses in a manner that explicitly connect content to future 

use and citizenship; (g) plan social- and student-centered learning activities; and (h) use class 

time for higher-order thinking or engaging students in cognitive tasks beyond remembering or 

recalling information.  

Also, based on the results of this study, we recommend administrators (a) promote the relevance 

of general education among instructors and the student body; (b) investigate the feasibility and 

appropriateness of reducing class size; (c) provide instructors with professional development 

opportunities on engaging students in larger courses, developing teacher-student rapport, active 

learning, and providing high-quality academically focused feedback to students; (d) conduct a 

course scheduling analysis and if needed seek ways to improve efficiency; (e) determine if 

additional online course offerings are appropriate for reducing family, work, and school 

conflicts; and (f) provide university-sponsored resume building opportunities at various times.  

Future research should investigate instructors’ knowledge of teacher and student attributes and 

process and context variables that positively influence the learning environment and class 

attendance.  Future research should also seek to determine differences in reasons for absenteeism 

based on student-level variables such as demographics and socioeconomic status.  In addition, 

future research should examine the influence that specific reasons for not attending class have on 

class attendance.  Lastly, class attendance and reasons for not attending class should be 

investigated at other minority-serving institutions.  

References 

Arum, R., & Roksa, J. (2011). Academically adrift: Limited learning on college campuses. 

University of Chicago Press. 

Association of Public and Land-grant Universities. (2009). Human capacity development: The 

road to global competitiveness and leadership in food, agriculture, natural resources, 

and related services (FANRRS). https://www.aplu.org/members/commissions/food-

11Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension Volume 8, Number 2,  2020



Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism 133 

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension  Volume 8, Number 2, 2020 

environment-and-renewable-resources/CFERR_Library/human-capacity-development-

the-road-to-global-competitiveness-and-leadership-in-food-agriculture-natural-resources-

and-related-sciences/file 

Bati, A. H., Mandiracioglu, A., Orgun, F., & Govsa, F. (2013). Why do students miss lectures? A 

study of lecture attendance amongst students of health science. Nurse Education Today, 

33(6), 596–601. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2012.07.010 

Bok, D. (2006). Our underachieving colleges: A candid look at how much students learn and 

why they should be learning more. Princeton University Press. 

Bok, D. (2013). Higher education in America (Revised ed.). Princeton University Press. 

Brint, S., & Clotfelter, C. T. (2016). U.S. higher education effectiveness. RSF: The Russell Sage 

Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, 2(1), 2–37. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/rus.2016.0008 

Cleary-Holdforth, J. (2007). Student non-attendance in higher education. A phenomenon of 

student apathy or poor pedagogy? Level 3, 5(1), 2. doi:10.21427/D71T7F 

Committee for Economic Development. (2005). Cracks in the education pipeline: A business 

leader’s guide to higher education reform [Report for the National Center for Public 

Policy and Higher Education]. https://www.ced.org/pdf/Cracks-in-the-Education-

Pipeline.pdf 

Credè, M., Roch, S. G., & Kieszczynka, U. M. (2010). Class attendance in college: A meta-

analytic review of the relationship of class attendance with grades and student 

characteristics. Review of Educational Research, 80(2), 272–295. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310362998 

Crisp, G. (2011). The role of mentoring on the persistence decisions of undergraduate students 

attending a Hispanic-Serving Institution. Enrollment Management Journal: Student 

Access, Finance, and Success in Higher Education, 5(1), 32–56. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the research 

process. Sage.  

Dooley, K. (2007). Viewing agricultural education research through a qualitative lens. Journal of 

Agricultural Education, 48(4), 32–42. doi:10.5023/jae.2007.04032 

Dunkin, M. J., & Biddle, B. J. (1974). The study of teaching. Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 

Flick, U. (2006). An introduction to qualitative research (3rd ed.). Sage. 

Friedman, P., Rodriguez, F., & McComb, J. (2001). Why students do and do not attend classes: 

Myths and realities. College Teaching, 49(4), 124–133. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2001.10844593 

Fry, R. (2004). Latino youth finishing college: The role of selective pathways. Pew Hispanic 

Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2004/06/23/latino-youth-finishing-college/ 

Grbich, C. (2007). Qualitative data analysis: An introduction. Sage. 

Gump, S. E. (2005). The cost of cutting class: Attendance as a predictor of student success. 

College Teaching, 53(1), 21–26. https://doi.org/10.3200/CTCH.53.1.21-26 

12Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension Volume 8, Number 2,  2020



Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism 134 

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension  Volume 8, Number 2, 2020 

Harackiewicz, J. M., & Priniski, S. J. (2018). Improving student outcomes in higher education: 

The science of targeted intervention. Annual Review of Psychology, 69, 409–435. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-122216-011725 

Hassel, H., & Lourey, J. (2005). The dea(r)th of student responsibility. College Teaching, 53(1), 

2–13. https://doi.org/10.3200/CTCH.53.1.2-13  

Kuh, G. D., Kinzie, J., Buckley, J. A., Bridges, B. K., & Hayek, J. C. (2007). Piecing together 

the student success puzzle: Research, propositions, and recommendations. ASHE Higher 

Education Report, 32(5). Jossey-Bass. 

Li, X., & Carroll, C. D. (2007). Characteristics of minority-serving institutions and minority 

undergraduates enrolled in these institutions: Postsecondary education descriptive 

analysis report. U.S. Department of Education. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008/2008156.pdf 

Macfarlane, B. (2013). The surveillance of learning: A critical analysis of university attendance 

policies. Higher Education Quarterly, 67(4), 358–373. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12016 

Marburger, D. R. (2001). Absenteeism and undergraduate exam performance. Journal of 

Economic Education, 32(2), 99–110. doi:10.1080/00220480109595176 

McLafferty, I. (2004). Focus group interviews as a data collecting strategy. Journal of Advanced 

Nursing, 48(2), 187–194. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2004.03186.x 

Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. Jossey-

Bass. 

Moore, S., Armstrong, C., & Pearson, J. (2008). Lecture absenteeism among students in higher 

education: A valuable route to understanding student motivation. Journal of Higher 

Education Policy and Management, 30(1), 15–24. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13600800701457848 

National Research Council. (2009). Transforming agricultural education for a changing world. 

National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/12602 

Rodgers, J. R. (2001). A panel-data study of the effect of student attendance on university 

performance. Australian Journal of Education, 45(3), 284–295. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000494410104500306 

Romer, D. (1993). Do students go to class? Should they? Journal of Economic Perspectives, 

7(3), 167–174. doi:10.1257/jep.7.3.167 

Rosenshine, B., & Furst, N. (1971). Research on teacher performance criteria. In B. O. Smith 

(Ed.), Research in teacher education, (pp. 37–72). Prentice Hall. 

Stanca, L. (2006). The effects of attendance on academic performance: Panel data evidence for 

introductory microeconomics. Journal of Economic Education, 37(3), 251–266. 

https://doi.org/10.3200/JECE.37.3.251-266 

Stripling, C. T., Roberts T. G., & Israel G. D. (2013). Class attendance: An investigation of why 

undergraduates choose to not attend class. NACTA Journal, 57(3), 47–59. 

13Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension Volume 8, Number 2,  2020



Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism 135 

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension  Volume 8, Number 2, 2020 

http://www.nactateachers.org/attachments/article/2090/12%20Stripling%20NACTA%20J

ournal%20Sept12.pdf 

Taylor, M. (2006). Generation next comes to college: 2006 updates and emerging issues. In A 

collection of papers on self-study and institutional improvement, 2006: Vol. 2. Focusing 

on the needs and expectations of constituents (pp. 48–55). The Higher Learning 

Commission. 

Teixeira, A. (2016). The impact of class absenteeism on undergraduates’ academic performance: 

Evidence from an elite economics school in Portugal. Innovations in Education and 

Teaching, 53(2), 230–242. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2014.937730 

Thomas, J. L., & Borrayo, E. A. (2016). The impact of perceived stress and psychosocial factors 

on missed class and work in college students. Journal of College Counseling, 19(3), 246–

260. https://doi.org/10.1002/jocc.12047 

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. 

Review of Educational Research, 45(1), 89–125. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089 

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed). 

University of Chicago Press. 

Trout, P. (1997). Disengaged students and the decline of academic standards. Academic 

Questions, 10(2), 46–56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12129-997-1067-3U.S. Department of 

Education. (2006). A test of leadership: Charting the future of U.S. higher education. 

U.S. Department of Education. 

U.S. Department of Education. (2006). A test of leadership: Charting the future of U.S. higher 

education. https://www2.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/hiedfuture/reports/final-report.pdf 

Van Blerkom, M. L. (1992). Class attendance in undergraduate courses. Journal of Psychology, 

126(5), 487–494. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.1992.10543382 

Westrick, S. C., Helms, K. L., McDonough, S. K., & Breland, M. L. (2009). Factors influencing 

pharmacy students’ attendance decisions in large lectures. American Journal of 

Pharmaceutical Education, 73(5), 83. https://doi.org/10.5688/aj730583 

Christopher M. Estepp is an associate professor in the Department of Agricultural Education, 

Communications, and Technology at the University of Arkansas.  His research interests include 

teaching and learning and cultural competence development within colleges of agriculture. 

Christopher T. Stripling is an associate professor of agricultural education in the Department of 

Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communications at the University of Tennessee.  His 

primary research interests are teaching and learning in secondary and postsecondary settings. 

14Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension Volume 8, Number 2,  2020


	Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism at a Small, Regional, Minority-Serving Institution
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1650559683.pdf.fzHts

