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Absences hinder learning by studenrs who miss class and 
detract porn a dynamic teaching-learning environment, 
adversely affecting the overall well-being of the class. 
When choosing to miss a class, a student takes into account 
only hislher own benefits and costs of attendance and ig- 
nores the impact of attendance on the overall well-being of 
the class. Because individual decisions lead to actions that 
are not best for the class, teachers have a responsibility to 
encourage attendance. A variety of regulations and rewards 
can be used lo help achieve a desired level of attendance. 

With the fast pace of modem society college students are 
involved in -y activities and are simultaneously pulled 
in many different directions. Academics are only one di- 
mension of the dynamic and complex college life. Thus it 
should not be surprising that some students may occasion- 
ally place other activities such as current jobs, seeking 
employment for future careers, socializing, sports, travel- 
ing, etc. ahead of academics. Being overly attentive to non- 
academic activities may be manifested in poor grades and/ 
or poor attendance in classes. The problem of poor awn- 
dance in classes is considered in this paper. Not only do 
non-academic activities conflict with class attendance, even 
those academic activities associated with one class may 
conflict with attending another class. For example, students 
may miss classes in order to attend field trips or judging 
trips. Furthermore, students may skip some classes in order 
to concenlrate on other classes. What are the consequences 
of frequently being absent from class? 
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Agricultural Science. However, these women have been 
able to find other positions with the degrees and certifica- 
tions that they received. 
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The objective of this paper is to examine the issues sur- 
rounding class attendance, drawing implications for manag- 
ing class attendance. Specific objectives of the paper are as 
follows. The roles of attendance are examined, with some 
roles being rather obvious and others not being obvious. A 
framework for attendance decisions, which has implica- 
tions for managing attendance, is developed and analyzed. 
Empirical evidence of an experimenlal strategy to manage 
attendance is examined. 

The Roles of Attendance 
Understanding 

The basic goal of higher education is to improve stu- 
dents' understanding. Courses provide the fundamental 
mechanism through which knowledge is transmitted by 
teachers to the students. However, good teaching involves 
much more than simply passing information from the 
teacher lo the students. A good teacher would provide in- 
sights on the materials, models and relationships, indicate 
the significance of this information, and help students take 
ownership of these ideas so that they can understand and 
apply them. 

If students fail to attend class, they are not fully cooper- 
ating in the teaching-learning process. Even when these 
students copy notes from students who auended class, this 
behavior is not directed toward achieving a real understand- 
ing of the materials. Instead, they can generally only memo- 
rize and repeat the information from the notes. Their learn- 
ing thus becomes learning by rote, which minimizes under- 
standing and thus defeats part of the purpose for being in the 
course in the first place (McKeachie). 

Reliance on notes from a student who attends class is a 
type of student-to-student tutoring program. The literature 
indicates that formal programs of student-to-student tutor- 
ing can be effective (Kelly and Swartz). In these formal 
programs, top students are identified, trained for tutoring 
and given incentives, such as the right to exempt exams, in 
order to tutor other students who need help. In contrast to 
these formal programs, students who fail to attend class, 
relying on other students to help them'get the material, are 
faced with an informal and entirely different student-to-stu- 
dent tutoring program. In this informal program, the tutor is 
selected on the basis of willingness to help rather than aca- 
demic ability. No training is given these students lo help 
make them effective tutors. Funhermore, they have little 
incentive to provide any information to the student who 
missed class. 

Students who choose not to attend class, even sporadi- 
cally, may not comprehend what they are giving up in terms 
of understanding the material. Nonatlcndance results in less 
understanding of the material. It is difficult for students to 
quantify the impact of nonattendance on understanding, 
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which explains why it is often ignored. Also, many students 
focus more on grades than on understanding on the premise- 
that there is a direct relationship between grades and under- 
standing, albeit an imperfect relationship. Using notes from 
other students in an attempt to make up for missing a class 
may help keep grades up but student understanding may 
still suffer from nonattendance. 
Energy 

Teachers and students possess energy which can be ex- 
pended during a normal class period. The teacher expends 
energy by teaching and can cause students to expend energy 
by drawing them into the teaching-learning process. It is 
obvious that students expend energy when they are directly 
participating in the teaching-learning process through such 
activities as asking questions, answering questions, solving 
problems, discussing issues, working in groups, ctc. How- 
ever, students can also expend energy by observing and 
responding to what the teacher is doing by such things as 
laughter, allowing their emotions to be touched, or being 
mentally stimulated. In order for the teaching-learning 
process to be successful, energy must flow from the teacher 
to the students and flow back to the teacher again (Staub). 

The significance of the energy concept can be under- 
stood by considering the actor-audience relationship in 
theater. In contrast to television and movies, the unique 
nature of theater arises from the fact that the performers are 
in the presence of the audience. Walter Kerr described the 
actor-audience relationship as follows: 

"(Actors) are in our presence, conscious of us, speak- 
ing to us, working for and with us until a circuit that is 
not mechanical becomes established between us, a 
circuit that is fluid, unpredictable, ever-changing in 
its impulses, crackling, intimate. Our presence, the 
way we respond, flows back to the performer and al- 
ters what he does." 

The audience might mentally enter into the feelings or spirit 
of characters on the stage or react violently against them 
(Wilson). The classroom can be thought of as a theater with 
a relationship between the teacher and the class of students 
that is similar to the relationship between the actor and the 
audience. 

As the role of the theater audience is to observe and re- 
spond to the performance, students have a similar role in the 
classroom. Students should observe and respond to what the 
teacher is doing. By fulfilling their role, students help com- 
pletc the energy circuit, contributing to a successful teach- 
ing-learning process. Failure to auend class breaks the en- 
ergy flow. Consequently. student anendance is a critical 
element in maintaining the energy flow and building a 
strong teacher-class relationship. 

Decision Framework for Attendance 
A framework for considering attendance decisions can 

be conceptualized in terms of benefits and costs. For those 
days on which the costs of attending class are greater than 
the expected benefits, the student would rationally choose 
not to attend. 

While the monetary costs of attending an additional class 

are minimal, the perceived costs in terms of discomfort, 
inconvenience, or conflict with other activities may be high. 
The teacher often has no influence on these perceived o p  
ponunity costs. 

Major benefits to the individual students, which are de- 
rived from attending the class, should include good grades, 
successfully completing the course, and understanding the 
material. Other nontangible benefits from class attendance 
might include enjoyment, a sense of belonging, a sense of 
accomplishment, etc. Teachers can directly influence all of 
these benefits. By keeping the benefits from attending class 
high, the teacher can encourage high attendance. 

Another important benefit of auendance accrues more to 
the class than to the individual. Attendance by an individual 
can contribute positively to the energy flow of the class. By 
contributing to the energy flow in class, a student may influ- 
ence the overall well-being of the class without fully recog- 
nizing it. Thus hisher attendance produces benefits to the 
teacher and other class membcrs in terms of a collective 
good. However, the individual generally does not consider 
this form of benefit associated with attendance, because it 
accrues to other people. Thus, given a choice, the individual 
student would often fail to attend class, which works to the 
detriment of the energy flow and the overall well-being of 
the class. Traditional policy prescriptions for encouraging 
individual actions which benefit the collective good include 
regulation and subsidies. In the case of attendance, it ap- 
pears to be appropriate to require attendance andlor reward 
attendance. These policies should result in greater atten- 
dance than the individual would otherwise choose, but the 
result would be more consistent with actions that are best 
for the overall class. 

Analysis 
Students in my agricultural policy classes at the Univer- 

sity of Georgia were asked to complete a survey on atten- 
dance in 1991 and 1992. The survey asked students how 
many absences they had in the class during the quarter and 
what impact absences had on their grades. The survey asked 
how much support they received from other students to 
make up for absences and how much support they gave to 
other students to make for absences. Also, the survey asked 
whether attendance should be required. Both courses were 
offered during the same quarter of the year and the same 
period of the day, which should help make the results from 
the two courses comparable. Results of the survey are re- 
ported in the following sections. 
Survey Results 

In this section, the combined results for the two courses 
are discussed. The results are reported in the first data col- 
umn of Table 1. The 79 students completing the survey 
averaged 5 absences each over the 5@&y quarter. Each 
student was asked what hisher exam average would have 
been without any absences. Students thought their avenge 
exam score would have been 85.2 without absences. The 
actual score of 82.2 is reported as the exam with absences 
but with tutoring h m  other students to make up for the 
absences. If students had not received tutoring from other 
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students to make up for the absences, they thought their 
average score would be 76.9. 

Without tutoring, each absence would have reduced the 
average exam score by 1.7 percentage points. With tutoring, 
each absence reduced the average exam score by .6 percent- 
age points. These figures represent a collective assessment 
of how the students thought absences affected their grades. 
In summary, the students thought that absences would 
lower their grades, but about two-thirds of the effect of each 
absence could be dampened by getting help from other stu- 
dents who had attended the class. 

Help to make up for absences appeared to be easily ac- 
cessible. The average student received such help 2.8 times 
during the quarter. Three-fourths of the students said they 
had found other students readily available to help make up 
for absences. Also, three-fourths of the students said they 
personally would be readily available to help others make 
up for absences. 

When asked about required attendance, 68 percent of the 
students said that attendance should be required. Students 
who thought attendance should be required average 3.9 
absences compared Lo 7.2 absences for those students who 
did not want attendance to be required. The large number of 
students who wanted required attendance supports the con- 
cept of energy flow in the classroom, with absences break- 
ing the energy flow. 
Experimental Results 

In this section, the resulls from the two courses are com- 
pard. The first class can be considered as a control group 
with no restrictions on absences. When the second class was 
taught students were not allowed to have more than five 
unexcused absences without being withdrawn from the 
class. Also, five points of the course average were based on 
attendance. Students with no absences would receive all 
five points, but one point would be deducted for each ab- 
sence. 

The results for the two classes are reported in Table 1. 
The first class averaged 7.5 absences, while the second class 
averaged 3.0 absences. With a t-statistic of 4.85, these 
means are significantly different at the one percent level. 
The attendance requirement and grading incentive reward- 
ing attendance significantly improved attendance. 

Other comparisons between the two classes can also be 
made from Table 1. The range between grades without ab- 

Table 1. Survey Results 
Calculation Both Fiw Second 

Row C3aracmistic bvRows Classes Clus Class 

Number of stldenu 
Absences per student 
Exam averages 

Without abscncer 
With turnring 
Without uoring 

Poinu lost for absences 
With tutoring (3)-(4) 
Without tutoring (3)-(5) 

Poinu lost per absence 
With tutoring (6)-(2) 
Without tutoring (7)-(2) 

sences and actual grades was much greater in the first class 
(4.8) than in the second (1.6). This difference arises bccause 
students in the first class had many more absences. The 
perceived cost of an absence was not much different be- 
tween the two classes. With tutoring, students thought each 
absence would lower their course average by .6 percentage 
points in the first class compared to .5 percentage poinls in 
the second class. However, adding the one percentage point 
lost from the course average for each absence, as stated in 
the policy statement. increased the total cost of each ab- 
sence to 1.5 percentage points for the second class. Hence 
raising the cost of an absence improved atrendance signifi- 
cantly in this experiment 

Conclusions 
An ideal situation with respect to attendance would be 

for all students to always attend class without the teacher 
having to be concerned with attendance. However, the typi- 
cal class situation frequently deviates from the ideal, with 
the number of absences being greater than what is best for 
the overall well-being of the class. Teachers may find that 
being stimulating, entertaining, and otherwise creative may 
not ensure a high rate of artendance. Ignoring the problem 
of a large number of absences may result in a failure by 
students to adequately understand the material and/or a 
break in the energy flow of the class. Dynamic energy flow 
is often a critical element in the development of a successful 
teaching-learning process. 

Teachers can institute policies to cope with absences. 
Mandatory amndance requirements, sporadic unannounced 
testing, and attributing part of the grade to attendance are 
some of the policy options available to teachers. The basic 
idea of such policies would be to increase the benefits of 
attendance to the students. Selecting the appropriate policy 
is dependent on the magnitude of the problem and what the 
teacher feels comfortable with. Collective action on atten- 
dance by all teachers in a department or college appears to 
be particularly effective, because of spillovers from one 
class to another. If a student is required to be in one class, 
helshe is more likely to attend the next class as well. 

References 
Kelley, Allen C. and Caroline Swam. "Student-to-S~udcnt Tutoring in 

Economics." Research in Teaching College Ecmomics. Rendigs Feis and 
John J. Siegfried (4s.). Joint Council on Economic Education. New York. 
1982, pp. 315-318. 

Ken. Walter. "We Call 11 'Live', But Is It?" New rork Times. January 2, 
1972 

McKuchie. Wilbefi J. Tcaching Tips--A Gvidcbook for fk Beginning 
College Teacher. Seventh Edition. D. C. Heath and Company. Lexington, 
Muuchuretu. 1978. 

Strub. Auguat. "The Problem of Presence in Lecturing Large Classes." 
Office of Instmctional Developnent Saninar, University of Georgia. June 
8. 1992. 

Wilson, Edwin. T k  Theater Erperience. McGraw-Hill Book Company. 
New Yo*. 1985. rn 

June 13m16,1993 =lwp.*wutharnldah0 
Twfn Fak, Maho 

NACTA Journal -- December 1992 




