
Adults’ view of students can make all the difference in their world    

A few years ago I arrived at a school I had worked at previously to do an in-class observation of 
a student with inappropriate behaviours. The entire school was in an assembly except for one 
student, the one I was scheduled to observe again.  He greeted me from outside the gym: 
“You’re the man who works with the bad kids.  If you want him, he’s in there”  and he pointed 
at the gym doors.  I thanked him, and I had to smile as I walked away.  He did not see himself 
the ways the adults in the building did. 

As adults, we often view students differently from the way they see themselves.  We say things 
like, “He’s the behaviour kid” rather than the student with the behaviours.  “She’s the truant” 
rather than the student who is chronically absent. It would make a big difference to a child or 
youth if adults would view him or her as a victim and potential survivor. 

A victim, broadly defined, is “one who is harmed by or made to suffer from an act, circum-
stance, agency, or condition.” Many students who are chronically absent will fit into this defini-
tion. “Chronically absent” refers to students who miss an average of 2 days per month, whether 
for suspension or for excused or unexcused absences.  That adds up to over 20 days per year.  

Students who are chronically absent are often harmed by actions or circumstances or conditions 
which are not of their choosing.  Students may be born into situations of poverty, harmed by 
actions of substance abusing caregivers, or  inheritors of mental health conditions.  “Students 
will do well if they can,” according to Dr. Ross Green. Many factors influence the harm or suffer-
ing of a student who is chronically absent, making the student a victim.  

To address the needs of the student, the adults can provide the following: 

1. Safety 
Anyone who’s been harmed needs to know that the harm will not happen again.  The individu-
als need to be safe, emotionally, physically and psychologically. Educators who have day to day 
contact with students play a key role in this. 

2. Fair process - the 3 E’s 
Engagement.  Explanation.  Expectation Clarity.   
That’s what constitutes fair process according to Kim and Mauborgne of the Harvard Business 
School.  For a process to be fair, the student needs to be engaged and have an opportunity to 
have a say in whatever affects or impacts the student.  The student who is chronically absent 
needs a voice in the conversation.   The explanation gives the reasons for the decision or action 
taken.  The expectation clarity is a shared understanding on what is coming next regarding 
what is expected or happening regarding rules or behaviours. 

3. Acknowledgement from others 
Students who are chronically absent need recognition and notice of their situation. Factors con-
tributing to absenteeism need to be recognized for their impact on the student. 

4. Opportunity to express emotions 
A safe place to express emotions without being judged is important for students who are chron-
ically absent.  The questions used with students can promote relationships without blame or 
judgment in order to promote the expression of emotions. 

https://www.blueoceanstrategy.com/tools/fair-process/
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5. Connectedness and relationships 
Everyone needs to belong, and this is doubly true for students who are chronically absent.  
Judging students as being the problem only alienates students more. Teachers, support staff, 
secretaries and custodians are uniquely placed for daily contacts which build relationships.   

6. Academic and emotional support 
Students who miss school 2 days or more per month fall behind academically and require addi-
tional support.  20 days off school for an entire year means the student will have missed 10 - 12 
% of the  instructional time in class.  Once a student falls behind, it becomes harder and harder 
to catch up with the “moving train of curricular instruction.” 

7. Cultural responsiveness 
Recognizing the cultural differences in our students can help us as adults working with them.  
For example, the cultural norm for children may be to never make direct eye contact with an 
adult.  For many adults, that behaviour can be perceived as being evasive or even guilty of 
something.  

Changing our lenses to become caring adults when we look at or work with students who are 
chronically absent can make all the difference in the world to help that student move from be-
ing a victim to being a survivor. 

If you’d like to make a connection, please contact me. 

Stan Baker OCT(Ontario Certified Teacher), BA, BEd, MEd 
Restorative Resolutions

stan@restorative.ca 
Linked In  Stan Baker 
Check out some great restorative resources at   www.restorative.ca 

Stan helps schools and school districts address chronic absenteeism by the Keeping 
Kids in School service.

Keeping Kids in School service is for schools and district school boards. The service 
includes:

Step 1 - Setting the stage with helpful questions in order to understand the impact of 
chronic absenteeism

Step 2 - Identification and tracking of chronically absent students as well as those stu-
dents who have a high probability of becoming chronic absentees.

mailto:stan@restorative.ca
http://www.restorative.ca/


Step 3 - Relational skills enhancement modules for caring adults to connect with chroni-
cally absent students using TWO BY TEN (spending 2 minutes per day for 10 days talk-
ing with a chronically absent student)

Step 4 - Video coaching follow up for caring adults involved in TWO BY TEN.

Step 5 - Review and evaluation of Keeping Kids in School service


