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Abstract
Chronic school absenteeism is associated with adverse health and social outcomes for children and youth across development. The 
present paper analyzed data published by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in 2024 about rates of absenteeism in Canada 
pre-, mid-, and post-COVID-19. Data from a total of 11 regions in Canada, representing over 740,000 children in urban and rural 
public schools across the country, were analyzed. Non-parametric tests compared pre- and post-COVID-19 absenteeism rates, 
and correlations with the length of school closures were also explored. Data trends suggest that average chronic absenteeism rates 
increased significantly from pre- to post-COVID-19 for elementary students, but the increase for secondary students was not as 
marked. Elementary students living in regions with more school closures throughout the pandemic appear to have higher chronic 
absenteeism post-pandemic. This trend was not seen for secondary students. Although these results are exploratory in nature, the 
findings suggest that children, particularly those in the elementary grades, may be at risk of ongoing absenteeism as they develop. 
Results are discussed in the context of existing literature on absenteeism, Canada’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 
global context.
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Introduction

T he COVID-19 pandemic had devastating impacts on
children’s development, particularly in the mental health 

1,2and educational realms. Among the educational impacts, 
Canadian children faced frequent and intermittent school 
closures that led to irregular school attendance over a period 
of years. Data from other developed nations, such as England, 
indicate that current rates of chronic absenteeism are at their 
highest recorded levels in history.3 Although this trend has been 
observed anecdotally by many health practitioners in Canada, 
we have no national data on this topic, and there is a paucity of 
scholarly work that has examined children’s school absenteeism 
across Canada, either before or since the pandemic. 4,5 Given its 
role as a powerful social determinant of child health, this is an 
important gap in the Canadian child psychiatry literature, and a 
topic that requires urgent attention.

Chronic school absenteeism – missing more than 10% of 
the school year – can occur for a plethora of reasons and is 
associated with a range of adverse social and health outcomes for 
children and youth.6 Although there is little research to 
support a precise threshold, the 10% criterion for chronic 
absenteeism is widely used in research and in the United 
States as well as in provincial education policy.7,8 School 
attendance is among the top social determinants of health 
worldwide,9,10 and chronic absenteeism from school is 
associated with poor academic achievement,11,12 

worsened socioemotional skills,13 increased mental illness,14 
and economic difficulties later in life.15 The path from chronic 
absenteeism to high-school dropout is well-documented in 
other countries,16 which in turn is associated with higher rates 
of unemployment, incarceration, lower earnings, decreased 
health, and reduced life expectancy.17

Recent data from the United States18 and the United Kingdom19 
illustrate that chronic school absenteeism has increased 
dramatically since the COVID-19 pandemic. These data point 
to an alarming trend whereby far more children are missing 
school now than in pre-pandemic years, with some regions 
reporting a fourfold increase.20 Particularly concerning are 
emerging findings about the disproportionate impact of chronic 
absenteeism on marginalized children,18,21 like so many of the 
social and health outcomes from the COVID-19 pandemic.22

We know very little about school attendance problems in 
Canada, and there are significant barriers to resolving this issue. 
Education is a provincial jurisdiction in Canada, and there are 
no national databases on attendance rates, nor are there national 
standards for measuring and collecting attendance data. Across 
provinces, there are varying mandates for the collection and 
reporting of school attendance rates, which are normally 
delegated to school boards. To our knowledge, no province in 
Canada mandates routine public reporting of attendance rates. 
In this context, it is not surprising that there is scant Canadian-
published research on the topic. A recent scoping review of 
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research on student absenteeism in elementary grades failed 
to identify a single Canadian study,4 and a recent study of 
publication records of Canadian-based researchers failed to 
identify a single researcher actively studying and publishing 
on school absenteeism.5 Conversely, the United States23 and the 
United Kingdom24 have databases in which they collect school 
attendance data on a national level, with this being required by 
law in the United Kingdom.
The little we do know about school absenteeism in Canada 
comes primarily from large-scale international research studies. 
The most prominent is the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA, an initiative developed by the Organization 
for Economic Co-Operation and Development), which is 
administered every 3 years to Grade 8 students at schools 
across all Canadian provinces. Students are not included if 
they reside in a territory, attend an Indigenous band-operated 
school, have a significant learning, intellectual, physical, or 
medical disability/condition, or are not proficient in English 
or French.25 PISA’s focus is on academic performance, and it 
includes rudimentary questions on attendance. The latest PISA 
results, based on 2022 data, are concerning: 30% of Canadian 
Grade 8 students reported missing one full day in the previous 
2 weeks, which is higher than the OECD average (20%) and 
higher than Canadian results over the past 10 years. Recent 
projections from Canada’s Institute for 21st Century Questions 
(using Statistics Canada data) suggest that approximately 
62,000+ students stopped attending school altogether (and were 
not homeschooled or privately schooled) in 2021-22, a notable 
increase compared to years prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.26

The present article is a secondary analysis of pre- and post-
COVID-19 Canadian absenteeism data published by the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. Public data from 790,000 
children (around 13.8% of students nationwide)27 in urban 
and rural public schools across the country were statistically 
analyzed to identify trends in the data, compare pre- and post-
COVID-19 absenteeism rates to determine how absenteeism 
was affected by the pandemic, and to discover if the length 
of school closures was associated with post-COVID-19 
absenteeism rates.

Methods
On March 27, 2024, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
(CBC) published an investigation into student absenteeism 
in Canada.28 This news report is the first known attempt to 
aggregate data across Canadian provinces on the school 
attendance of students in Kindergarten to Grade 12. The CBC 
investigative journalists contacted the largest 41 publicly 
funded school boards (only those with 30,000+ students) from 
across Canada (private school and homeschooled students are 
not represented in this data). The journalists requested chronic 
absence rates (i.e., proportion of students who missed 10% or 
more of school per year) from pre-pandemic (2018-2019), mid-
pandemic (2020-2021), and post-pandemic (2022-2023) school 
years. The CBC included their original data in a table appended 

to their published report, and these data form the basis of the 
current analysis of student attendance rates in Canada.

Data Preparation
The original sample contained full or partial data from 16 (5 
Catholic, 11 public) school districts, out of the 41 (10 Catholic, 31 
public) that were asked to share their data. However, only those 
boards, provinces, and territories that reported chronic absence 
rates (i.e., the proportion of students missing 10% or more of 
the school year) were included in our analysis. School districts 
were only included if they provided data for multiple timepoints 
and if they provided complete data for at least one school level 
(i.e., elementary or secondary). These steps reduced the total 
number of participating school units to a final sample of 11 
(10 school boards and one province), which together provided 
representation from seven provinces. Nearly two-thirds (63.6%) of 
the boards represented a mix of urban and rural areas within each 
province, while the remainder were urban only.
Second, the data were reorganized into two levels within 
each unit: elementary and secondary. Because previous 
research suggests that older children exhibit higher rates of 
absenteeism16, the data were divided this way to allow for the 
differential effects of school level. The absenteeism rates for 
kindergarten to Grade 6 were combined and averaged to form an 
elementary rate, while the absenteeism rates for Grades 7 to 12 
were averaged to form a secondary rate. Three boards 
provided separate middle school rates (Grades 6-9 or 7-9), 
and these data were included with the older grades to create 
the secondary level absenteeism rate. To determine a combined 
absenteeism rate that included all students within each school 
unit, the rates were averaged.
Third, in order to aggregate rates across the participating school 
units while accounting for widely differing Ns per unit (i.e., 
unit Ns ranged from 43,377 to 185,552 students), we weighted 
unit rates by multiplying them by their corresponding N. If not 
included in the CBC article, school unit N for elementary and 
secondary levels was found for each school year on district 
websites (except for one school board, in which an estimate 
was taken from a graph they provided to a news source).29 Next, 
we added the resulting products and divided by the sum of the 
weights to create weighted averages.

Data Analytic Approach
This secondary analysis had three aims. The first was to describe 
the trends in the data across school units to present an overall 
picture of the findings. The second aim was to statistically 
compare pre- and post-pandemic chronic absenteeism rates 
for elementary and secondary levels, using a non-parametric 
Wilcoxon Signed Rank Z-Test for this purpose. This test was 
selected because it can be used for proportion data that are not 
normally distributed, and it can be computed with small sample 
sizes.30 Finally, we computed exploratory bivariate correlations 
between the number of weeks of school closures in each unit’s 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/school-absence-data-1.7156254
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respective province and the 2022-2023 absenteeism rates to 
determine if the length of school closures may be associated 
with post-COVID-19 absenteeism rates.31

Results
To give an overview of the general trends in absenteeism rates 
across all 11 units, Table 1 presents the average absenteeism rates 
(rounded to the nearest whole number, all grades combined).

Table 1. Descriptive data for all grades combined

Province # school districts 
includeda

# weeks of school 
closuresb

Chronic absence 
rate pre-Covid

(# students)

Chronic absence 
mid-Covid
(# students)

Chronic absence 
post-Covid
(# students)

Alberta 1 22 37%
(118,966)

42%
(119,269)

46%
(128,675)

New Brunswick 1 19 20%
(22,642)

37%
(22,897)

44%
(23,686)

Newfoundland and Labrador 1 20 32%
(64,007)

58%
(63,288)

56%
(63,463)

Ontario 2 27 29%
(140,179)

32%
(135,421)

40%
(134,580)

Quebec 2 11 8%
(112,399)

11%
(110,530)

12%
(109,903)

Saskatchewan Unknownc 15 27%
(184,004)

50%
(182,727)

43%
(189,924)

a Published data not available for British Columbia, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Yukon
b Data received from MacPherson & Green17

c Saskatchewan did not provide school district specific data, but rather province-wide data

Pre- to Post-COVID-19 Absenteeism.
Table 2 presents results from the non-parametric Wilcoxon 
Signed Rank Z-Test, which analyzed differences in chronic 
absenteeism rates from pre-COVID-19 to post-COVID-19 
for elementary and secondary students. For the elementary-
only sample, representing 11 districts and a total N of 367,198 
students (~6.4% of students nationwide)27, the analysis revealed 
statistically significant differences in chronic absenteeism rates 

These results indicate that chronic absence rates more than 
doubled from pre-COVID-19 to post-COVID-19 for 
elementary students. For the secondary school students, 
representing 10 units and an average total N of 237,725 students 
(~4.1% of students nationwide)27, data in Table 2 show a 
much more modest increase in chronic absenteeism; the 
difference from pre-COVID-19 to post-COVID-19 did not 
reach statistical significance in our analysis.

Table 2. Change in chronic absence rates from pre-Covid (2018-19) to post-Covid (2022-23)
Mean unweighted 

[weighted]
absenteeism rate

pre-Covid

Mean unweighted 
[weighted] 

absenteeism rate
post-Covid

Rate change Z-Score

Elementary students
Secondary students

15% [13%]
32% [32%]

33% [30%]
39% [36%]

+18% [17%]
+7% [4%]

-2.37*
-1.18 (NS)

NS = Non-significant difference
*Significant at p = < 0.05

Absenteeism and Length of 
School Closures.
Exploratory bivariate correlations were computed to examine 
the relationship between the number of weeks of school closures 
during the pandemic and the post-COVID-19 absenteeism 
rates. Although tentative due to the small sample size, 
the results suggest that chronic absenteeism rates in 
2022-23 among secondary students may not be associated 
with how long schools were closed throughout the pandemic 
(r=0.51, NS). However, the correlation for elementary 
students was statistically significant. That is, school 
districts with the most from 2018-19 to 2022-23.

frequent school closures throughout the pandemic were more 
likely to have elementary students in 2022-23 experiencing 
chronic absenteeism (r=.83, p≤0.05). These results must be 
interpreted with caution due to the small unit size for bivariate 
correlational analyses.

Discussion
Our analyses suggest that the pandemic and its associated 
school closures may have impacted Canadian elementary 
and secondary students differently. In particular, elementary 
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students saw a steeper increase in chronic absence rates, and 
this increase may be associated with longer school closures. 
These trends were not evident in the secondary student data, 
where rates of chronic absenteeism were already very high in 
many regions before the pandemic. While the impact of the 
pandemic on absenteeism rates of children of different ages 
has yet to be studied, there is some evidence that other aspects 
of development, such as emotional and behavioural problems, 
may have increased more for younger children since the 
pandemic.32 Additionally, recent meta-analyses found increased 
learning losses among younger children during the COVID-19 
pandemic.33,34 Thus, it is possible that younger children were 
more negatively impacted by the pandemic across a range of 
educational domains, including school attendance.
The results summarized here reflect the only systematic, 
publicly available data on student absenteeism related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Canada. Although not a nationally 
representative sample, this analysis nonetheless provides some 
insight into approximately 790,000 elementary and secondary 
students in public schools in Canada. It is speculated that these 
increases may underestimate the true state of school absenteeism 
in Canada. For instance, chronic absence rates typically do 
not include children and youth who are not attending school 
at all (i.e., those who have been demitted or withdrawn from 
attendance registers).
The finding that chronic absence rates have increased, 
particularly among elementary students, since the easing of 
pandemic-related mitigation measures, is consistent with 
emerging literature from other countries. For example, every 
state in the USA reported an increase in chronic absence rates 
from the 2018-19 to 2021-22 academic years, ranging from 4 
to 23 percentage points.18 Data from the UK show an overall 
increase in chronic absences during the same period.19 Unlike 
Canada, both the USA23 and UK24 have government-mandated 
nationwide education reporting requirements that include 
absenteeism rates, thereby allowing those countries to follow 
national trends closely.
The causes behind the rise in chronic absenteeism among 
elementary children remain unclear. It is widely acknowledged 
that there is a worldwide mental health crisis among children 
and youth that has been worsened by the pandemic,35,36 and 
decades of pre-COVID-19 research links mental health 
problems with school absenteeism.37 It is also possible that 
children’s social skills were markedly impaired during the 
pandemic,38 making the return to regular schooling more 
difficult. While empirical evidence is lacking, commentaries 
and opinions in the media and by advocacy groups may 
shed some light. For instance, some have posited that the 
many school-related changes (e.g., in extracurricular 
activities, parent-teacher conferences, use of cohorts, 
loosening of grading and disciplinary practices), as well as 
the new normalization of irregular school attendance, are 
potential factors impacting these observed increases in 
school absenteeism.39-41
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Limitations
Given the lack of data available in Canada, 4,5 the CBC-
collected data presented a unique and valuable opportunity to 
bring together absenteeism data from multiple school boards 
across multiple provinces and territories.28 However, we have 
noted limitations related to the districts who were approached 
(the largest 41 out of many hundreds of districts), the data 
that was requested (chronic absence rates only), and the data 
that was shared (some with single time points, some with 
incomplete data) – all which limit our understanding of the 
phenomenon and the conclusions we can draw from analyses. 
In particular, we were unable to examine other factors that may 
have impacted the changes in absenteeism rates. For instance, 
no socioeconomic or racial data were collected, which are 
important variables associated with COVID-19-related chronic 
absenteeism in the USA.18 In addition, only 16 of the 41 boards 
that were approached shared data; thus, not all provinces were 
included in the data analyses, and information is missing from 
three provinces and all three territories. As such, these results 
are not nationally representative. Importantly, our statistical 
analyses may have been underpowered due to the small unit 
size. Although the data included 790,000+ children and youth, 
the level of analysis was at the district or provincial level. 
For the pre- to post-pandemic comparisons using the Wilcox 
test, our sample size was adequate (the recommendation is 
a minimum of 6-10 pairs for this analysis).30 However, the 
bivariate correlations between absenteeism rates and weeks of 
school closures were exploratory and underpowered because 
confidence intervals become very wide at small sample sizes. 
Thus, future research with more data is required before making 
firm conclusions about the link between absenteeism and the 
length of school closures. Finally, because we combined the 
rates into just two school levels (elementary and secondary), 
we may have lost sensitivity to detect more subtle grade or age 
differences in the data.

Clinical Implications
Our findings bring attention to the significant increase in 
chronic absenteeism occurring post-COVID-19, particularly 
among elementary-aged students. It is important that clinicians 
consider any concerns regarding school attendance when 
assessing or intervening with younger children in particular. 
Partnerships and collaborative efforts between clinical, 
community and educational institutions can be effective in 
addressing chronic absenteeism. As part of these partnerships, 
clinicians and community agencies can consider collecting 
attendance-related data to inform community efforts to reduce 
absenteeism and to contribute to a broader understanding of 
trends in the area.
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Conclusions
These data describe a trend of alarming increases in chronic 
absenteeism among Canadian elementary students, and the 
present paper is the only nationwide report available to date. 
Given the plethora of studies linking school attendance to 
several long-term indicators of health and academic attainment, 
9-15 it behooves us in Canada to pay closer attention to the state
of school attendance among our children and adolescents, as
it has several ramifications for children’s long-term health. It
is clear that future research on chronic absenteeism in Canada
is sorely needed, as well as nationwide reporting, in a manner
that uses consistent measurement and with data that is publicly
available for further scholarly analysis.
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