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Tackling the Truancy Crisis:
Nebraska's Schools Lead

the Way

Llizabeth Micci and Alex Newell

hronic absenteeism—defined as

missing 10% or more of school

days—nearly doubled nationwide
after the pandemic (Exhibit 1). This isn't
just about a few students skipping class;
it's a systemic problem that weakens
academic progress for everyone and
disrupts school improvement efforts. In
some states, the problem has significant
financial consequences: in seven states
in the U.S., daily attendance is tied to
school funding, so a reduction in days
attended by students means budget
shortfalls (Exhibit 2).

Across the country, districts are scram-
bling to figure out how to get students
back in school. In September 2024, 14
states signed a pledge committing to
cut chronic absence by 50% over five
years. One of these states was Nebraska,
where District Management Group (DMG)
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Source: Data compiled by FutureEd from state education department websites

has joined forces with districts to make this pledge come alive. Omaha is Nebraska’s largest school district, with
55,000 students and 112 schools. In Omaha, DMG has partnered with district leaders to move from a one-school
pilot to a 46-school intervention to address chronic absenteeism using our Breakthrough Results program (BTR).
In Grand Island, Nebraska’s sixth-largest school district, with approximately 10,000 students and 17 schools, DMG
supported a districtwide attendance team and is now launching multiple elementary school teams led by school
counselors with a focus on reducing chronic absenteeism.

DISTRICT MANAGEMENT GROUP | www.dmgroupK12.com



Exhibir 2 Funding Connected to Attendance
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Why Are Kids Missing School? o
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The causes of chronic absenteeism are both straightforward and complex. DMG’s work ﬁ ﬁ f‘

with districts tackles both types of causes in collaboration with district leaders.

Straightforward reasons that students More complex reasons that students

are missing school are missing school

e Students and families dont understand how ® The value of school, and the importance of
attendance is counted, including in places being there, was disrupted during the pandemic.
(such as Nebraska) where partial days missed Now families don’t feel as compelled as before
add up to absences. to have students in school every single day.

e At the secondary level, final exam schedules e Students struggle with mental health challenges
don’t promote the expectation that students or lack a sense of belonging, and are not feeling
should attend school in the final days of seen, known, and loved in school. Some students
the year. struggle with acute school-avoidance behaviors.

¢ Student traditions, such as “senior skip days” e Often what is being taught is not motivating or
or missing school before homecoming or proms, energizing for students, so they don’t feel
add up over time to missed days of school. compelled to attend.

® | ogistical challenges, such as transportation or
needing to care for younger siblings, get in the
way of students attending.

There are straightforward and technical fixes, but in order to get scalable and sustainable improvement, we have to
tackle deeper-seated beliefs and behaviors that require a more systemic understanding to solve. DMG's Breakthrough
Results program tackles both of these dimensions.
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The Omaha Story: Turning the
Tide with Targeted Action

In Omaha Public Schools (OPS), Superintendent Matthew
Ray and his team faced a major challenge: in the 2024-2025
school year, a year after Nebraska signed the pledge to
reduce chronic absenteeism, nearly 40% of OPS students
were still chronically absent. Efforts to get schools to
reduce chronic absenteeism by 5% per year—the district’s
goal—were not yet working, and the chronic absenteeism
rate was stubbornly stuck.

Superintendent Ray outlined a
shared vision focused on improve-
ment, using thoughtful and precise
actions to improve student out-
comes. OPS turned to improvement
science to see how it could help
with teaching, learning, student
attendance, and more. Omaha’s
Chief School Improvement Officer
Susanne Cramer believed that sustainable results were
only possible if the district embarked on a change effort
rooted in the best practices of improvement science: rapid
iterative cycles of learning grounded in data and driven by
those closest to the work. The district had begun to focus
on getting teams to use the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA)
framework for learning and improvement across all team
structures (Exhibit 3), and DMG’s Breakthrough Results

program offered an implementation engine for this vision.

Exhibit 3

Plan, Do, Check, Act
(PDCA) Cycles

1. PLAN
Create a plan to solve a
challenge you observe.

2.DO
Execute your plan and collect data on its outcomes.

3. CHECK
Analyze data to understand if the plan is working.

4. ACT
Respond to insights provided by the data.

Source: W. Edwards Deming
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OPS decided to pilot Breakthrough Results at North High
School, where chronic absenteeism had been high for
years. In February 2025, the district launched the pilot to
tackle end-of-the-year absenteeism and identify best
practices for supporting secondary students during one of
the most challenging times of the year.

Breakthrough Results Attributes at
Omaha’s North High School

* Build the Right Team: North High School’s new
principal and key district staff, including a district

This isn't just about a few students
skipping class; it's a systemic
problem that weakens academic
progress for everyone and disrupts
school improvement efforts.

Student Support Liaison who works on attendance,
were empowered by the district to lead the effort,
ensuring buy-in and on-the-ground expertise.

* Segment the Challenge: Four Breakthrough
Results teams were created within the school for
different tiers of absenteeism, allowing for tailored
interventions. Each team received a Breakthrough
Results Performance Coach who dug into data and
discussed student progress with the team.

Focus Small, Learn Big: Instead of being
overwhelmed by the high absenteeism rate, teams
focused on individual students in discrete target
groups over a short time horizon (7 weeks) and
celebrated the successes of getting students back to
school, student by student.

Find Root Causes: By narrowing the focus, OPS
was able to identify conflicting messages about
attendance to students—for example, teachers
were conveying that attendance during finals was
optional even though missed days counted as
absences. The team also learned about the impact
of cultural traditions for students such as “senior
skip days” and were able to plan ahead for the
following school year.



Lessons Learned Through the
Breakthrough Results Program

¢ Prioritize Relationships: Teams found that
persistent, caring engagement with students made
a huge difference. Students noticed check-ins when
they happened more than once and when adults
followed up. One student noted, “I didn't realize
you actually cared. I didn’t know it mattered.”
Breakthrough Results dovetailed with the district’s
empathy work and gave it clear next steps.

« Recapture Belief: Most of all, Breakthrough Results
made winning at chronic absenteeism seem doable,
because the school and district were able to see,
concretely, how close they were to moving the needle
with a few targeted changes. For example, teachers
and school staff were able to see that, at North High
School, 94 students were within only 3 days of
moving out of chronic absenteeism (Exhibit 4).

In the last stretch of the school year, chronic absenteeism
rises at many schools. Of Omaha’s nine high schools,
North was one of only two that saw the growth rate of
chronic absenteeism slow in the final weeks of school. To
capitalize on the outcomes and learnings of the pilot at
North High School, OPS is expanding this model to 46 of
its 112 schools in the 2025-2026 school year.

The Grand Island Story: Cultivating
a Culture of Attendance

One hundred and fifty miles west of Omaha in Grand
Island, Nebraska, district leaders faced a similar problem,
with over 2,000 of their nearly 10,000 students considered
chronically absent. As they sought to address the causes
of absenteeism, district leaders realized that they needed
to build a unified culture and shared ownership around
attendance. Associate Superintendent Summer Stephens
recognized that while the district had implemented
various strategies, it lacked a cohesive, shared mindset.
Stephens turned to the Breakthrough Results team at
District Management Group to bring forth this cohesion
through a relentless focus on results.

After a successful fall 2024 Breakthrough Results pilot in
Grand Island High School, Stephens decided to take the
approach districtwide: she assembled a team of principals,
coaches, social workers, and attendance leads and, in a
powerful move, joined the team herself, as the “team
lead”—which meant that she herself would get coaching
from a Breakthrough Results Performance Coach and be
held accountable for outcomes. Her involvement helped
send a clear message: student attendance isn't just a
school-level priority; it’s a districtwide mission, led from
the top. The team's charge was to make immediate gains
and build a foundation for the future.
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Source: District Management Group
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The improvements in attendance in Grand Island
over the Breakthrough Results cycle equated to an
extra 30 days of instruction for fifth graders and
65 days for sixth graders.

Breakthrough Results Attributes in
Grand Island

¢ Enlist the Coalition of the Willing: By taking the
lead of the project herself and allowing herself to
be performance-coached by the DMG Breakthrough
Results coach, Associate Superintendent Summer
Stephens modeled the level of commitment needed
to move the needle. She also sought out eager and
interested members of school teams across the
district to be part of a districtwide collaborative
team working on attendance, which could then
turnkey the learnings into guidance for teams in
the 2025-2026 school year.

Focus Small, Learn Big: In Grand Island, the focus
of the districtwide attendance team was quite
narrow: reducing chronic absenteeism in the
transition grades of fifth- and sixth-grade and
focusing on students in the high 80% and low 90%
attendance range (because anything below 90% by
the end of the year is considered chronic absentee-
ism). By honing in on these two grades and this
narrow band of attendance, both elementary and
middle school educators built an understanding of
what the trends were in student attendance and
shared a commitment to reversing the trend.

Lessons Learned Through the
Breakthrough Results Program

» Chronic Absenteeism Is Everyone’s Problem:
The district attendance team was a cross-section of
roles and led the project with the mindset that
chronic absenteeism is everyone’s problem. Team
members on the districtwide team brought this
mindset to their buildings, seeking help wherever
they could find it. One team member noted that
the students cared most about the custodian, so his
help was enlisted as a partner in the work. As the
team member shared: “Roger [the custodian] is just
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a special person. All the kids and families know and
love him. They would do anything for him. So I
asked him to help with our attendance problem,
and he’s excited to help.”

Student Investment Unlocks Outcomes: As
attendance became more public, present, and
discussed, students started to become more
invested. Students began taking ownership of their
attendance. One teacher noted: “We saw students
calculating their own attendance percentages and
asking how to stay above 95%.” The district had
students making decisions to stay in school instead
of going out of town, and asking for doctor’s
appointments to be scheduled at different times,
after school. This agency is the heart of what
creates sustainable change.

Measurable Results in Grand Island

The improvements in attendance in Grand Island over
the Breakthrough Results cycle equated to an extra 30
days of instruction for fifth graders and 65 days for
sixth graders—valuable time that would have otherwise
been lost. The success of the districtwide team has led
some of the team members, who are social workers at
Grand Island’s elementary schools, to raise their hands to
lead school-based Breakthrough Results teams in the
2025-2026 school year.

Seeing Results and Shifting
Mindsets

The stories of Omaha and Grand Island prove that
meaningful results are possible. Bringing about change
is not about magic bullets, but about a fundamental
shift in mindset. Successful change programs for both
Omaha and Grand Island have begun with results. As
one Grand Island team member put it best, “Attendance
isn't just a number, it’s a culture.” ®



How Does Breakthrough Results
Help with Attendance?

The DMG Breakthrough Results program focuses on
getting measurable results quickly. The program is
rooted in the belief that achieving results is an
essential catalyst for change, creating momentum
that can drive true transformation.

With attendance, the focus could be on either reducing chronic absenteeism or
increasing average daily attendance. Our DMG performance coaches meet weekly

with school teams to do the following:

e Set concrete, specific goals to achieve in an 8-to-10-week cycle of engagement.

® Review the progress-monitoring data prepared by DMG to provide insight
and drive action.

¢ Engage in root-cause problem solving: Why are these particular students
missing school?

e Develop data literacy skills.

e Coach team members to try new solutions to address root causes.
e |[terate and “fail fast.”

e Keep the team iterating to realize goals.

Rooted in the best principles of improvement science,
the Breakthrough Results program provides coaching
and professional development to help school teams
closely examine the reasons students are missing
school, and then test strategies and iterate to

achieve measurable results. Achieving success begins
to shift mindsets, change behaviors, transform the
culture, and drive sustainable improvement.
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