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Executive Summary
Nationwide school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic
have created an unprecedented level of activity in the
online learning space. A scan of remote learning plans
during school closures found that as of May 6, 2020,
nearly 60 percent of districts were providing some form of
remote curriculum, instruction, and progress monitoring.1
Meanwhile, educators and policymakers have expressed
concerns about adequate student engagement through
remote learning or, in some cases, inability to reach
students completely. The move toward remote learning
has created questions about whether and how attendance
should be taken and measured in an online environment2
and highlighted the importance of meaningful remote
engagement that leads to learning.
Attendance is an important predictor of student success,
in addition to serving as a daily wellness checkpoint for
students. Chronically absent students are at risk of lower
academic achievement and educational attainment.
Without daily face-to-face interactions, monitoring student
attendance in remote learning during extended school
closures serves as the primary means for ensuring student
well-being in a time of unprecedented disruption to home
and family life.
This promising practices brief explores research on
monitoring and promoting attendance and engagement
in online learning and summarizes the findings from
conversations with a small number of school districts
about their transition to remote learning as a result of
the COVID-19 pandemic. The brief provides a resource to
states and districts on promising practices in measuring
and improving attendance and engagement during
extended school closures.

Our approach
Our information gathering included a review of existing
research and conversations with four school districts
serving different geographic locales and student
populations and one accredited distance learning provider.
We facilitated these virtual interviews in spring 2020, after
districts had pivoted to remote learning. There is very
little research that focuses on attendance or engagement

in K–12 online settings, and we were unable to identify
any substantive research on attendance and engagement
for remote learning during extended emergency school
closures. To address this gap in specific, relevant research,
we summarize general research on online student
engagement and research on postsecondary online
practices.

District alignment to remote learning
research
There is no established definition of “attendance” in
an online environment. The districts we spoke with rely
on elements of their remote learning plans to monitor
attendance and prioritize wellness over participation in
instruction. Most of the districts we spoke with aim to have
at least one weekly “live” checkpoint between the teacher
and students, although the format varies. Some districts
track participation through submission of assignments.
When a student is not present for a checkpoint, the
teacher follows up with the family by e-mail or phone and
escalates calls to school leaders or support staff when a
student is unreachable.
In the absence of defined attendance measures,
districts seek to measure and understand student
and family engagement. Research describes some
measures of active participation that could help districts
understand engagement levels (e.g., time spent on a
learning platform, frequency or quantity of online learning
activities completed). In some instances, districts are
tracking participation in live virtual instruction or through
submission of assignments. Some are also administering
engagement surveys to students, families, and teachers to
inform improvements to their distance learning plans and
supports.
Research on online learning in higher education points to
several approaches to improving engagement in K–12
remote learning. The research suggests considerations
for how pedagogy can influence engagement, the
use of synchronous (i.e., offered in real time) versus
asynchronous (i.e., available at any time) instruction,
the role of the teacher in promoting engagement, and

Promising Practices Brief: Improving Student Engagement and Attendance During COVID-19 School Closures

2

strategies for supporting student self-regulatory practices
that can improve engagement. While the research does not
focus on K–12 strategies, the districts we spoke with are
incorporating some of these practices.

Districts are actively seeking to improve access to the
Internet. District leaders are sensitive to the fact that not
all students have consistent access to the Internet. Some
districts have invested in mobile hotspots to improve
families’ Internet access.

Promising practices and lessons
learned through early implementation

Districts are exploring opportunities to provide one-toone device access to all students. Not all students have a
device for online learning such as a laptop or a tablet. While
some districts provide devices to all students (particularly at
the secondary level), limited resources make offering oneto-one access to all students challenging. Some districts
hope to provide one-to-one access to devices in the fall.

Asynchronous learning provides more flexible
and equitable opportunities for students to learn.
Asynchronous learning enables families to schedule
learning time that aligns with their varied home schedules
and provide shared access to devices across multiple
students in a household. Resources such as recorded
video instruction, online activities, and assignments can
be downloaded or accessed online. Other resources can
be disseminated via mail or picked up at a central location.
Although some districts originally considered synchronous
learning opportunities to be the preferred mode of delivery
for remote learning, the districts we spoke with primarily
offer asynchronous instruction.
Synchronous instruction can provide opportunities for
wellness checks, small-group instruction, office hours
with teachers, or peer-to-peer engagement. The districts
we spoke with complement asynchronous instruction with
limited synchronous instruction, which varies by school
or grade level. Some teachers gather students virtually
via online platforms for a “morning meeting,” which may
provide both a wellness check and limited instruction.
Others offer “office hours” to students for asking questions
about their work. Some teachers offer small-group virtual
instruction in core areas.

When schools partially or fully reopen, students may
require additional support for social and emotional
learning, trauma-informed learning, and student and
family re-engagement. Districts are exploring how they
will provide support services to students who may have
experienced trauma during school closures, ranging from
losing a loved one or living in an unsafe or unstable home
to more basic challenges of being isolated from their peers
or enduring greater stress than usual.
Districts are preparing several contingency plans to align
with public health guidance. These plans consider what
instruction and engagement will look like during continued
partial, full, or rolling school closures.
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In the wake of the pandemic, the U.S. Department of Education has granted many states waivers for reporting accountability
measures (including chronic absence) in the 2019–2020 school year.
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