
Introduction
After two decades of increasing enrollment, colleges and universities 

have experienced an overall drop in enrollment for the past two 

years.1,2 This coming trend, based on census data, combined with 

declining state education appropriations, increased public and 

congressional scrutiny related to the rising cost of education, and 

the new yield-rate demands being placed on student recruiters all 

foreshadow the coming financial challenge. 

This challenge is forcing post-secondary institutions to look inward, 

putting a heightened focus on improving student retention and 

effective management of financial aid. To that end, institutions are 

struggling to identify innovative ways to identify and alert to the 

need for early student intervention; thus, ensuring students at risk 

of poor academic performance continue to successfully persist thus 

maintaining their financial aid eligibility in the process. To meet this 

challenge, more and more institutions are focusing on class attendance.

Institutions that lack a well-defined attendance policy and automated 

system for supporting such a policy are missing two valuable tools 

supporting early intervention, academic success, student retention, 

and financial sustainability. Easily-accessible longitudinal attendance 

data is critical to identifying students who are not fully engaged 

academically. This information enables faculty, counselors, and 
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administrators to engage 

before students find 

themselves failing, 

or worse, unofficially 

withdrawing by walking 

off campus. Easily-

accessible attendance 

information also helps 

colleges and universities 

demonstrate competency 

during Accreditation 

Reviews and A-133 

Audits that determine an 

institution’s compliance 

with Title IV requirements 

related to the awarding 

and disbursing of federal 

student financial aid.

The Impact of Attendance on 
Student Academic Performance
It seems logical that students who do not attend classes 

will not perform as well in their academic careers. How 

much learning can take place in the absence of having 

enough discipline to attend lectures? Many studies have 

been conducted to determine the impact of attendance     

on academic performance in higher education. Most 

conclude that higher attendance levels are correlated to 

superior performance.

 › In 2004, Colby investigated the relationship  

between attendance and academic performance in 

a first-year course module. Attendance was strongly 

correlated to performance and Colby was able to 

derive several rules. Colby’s Seventy Percent Rule 

states a student that attends less than 70% of the 

time has a two in three chance of failing the course. 

The Two-Week Rule finds a level of non-attendance 

during the first two weeks of class, for any reason, 

spells academic trouble.

Easily-accessible 
longitudinal attendance 
data is critical to identifying 
students who are not fully 
engaged academically.
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 › In 2006, Burd and Hodgson attempted to 

corroborate the findings of Colby on a different 

group of students—this time computer science 

majors. The study corroborated the general findings 

of Colby, noting also that the most poorly attended 

classes were first thing in the morning.3

 › In 2009, Bevitt, Baldwin, and Calvert studied 

attendance and performance among first year 

biosciences students at Newcastle University. The 

institution avoided some of the hassles associated 

with attendance by only monitoring ‘high stakes’ 

classes (seminars and practicums). The authors 

noted that “attendance and performance monitoring 

combined with early, pro-active 

follow-up of non-attendance” 

delivered positive results in 

identifying at risk students, and 

that monitoring attendance in the 

high stakes classes was as effective 

as monitoring all sessions.4

If attendance is correlated with academic 

performance, does it also follow that 

academic achievement contributes 

to student persistence and retention?  

Recent studies support this premise:

 › Over a ten-year follow-up period, 

the Educational Longitudinal Study 

of 2002 found that 32% of high 

school students enrolled in some postsecondary 

education without achieving any credential. 

Among minority students, attrition was higher; 

40% of African American students and 39% of 

Hispanic students enrolled, but did not achieve a 

postsecondary credential.5

 › Departure rates are highest among freshmen college 

students, with about 30% dropping out on average. 

However, attrition rates vary widely, and highly 

selective and private institutions often measure 

higher rates of freshman persistence than public, 

less selective institutions.6

 › How many credits a student has achieved is a 

reliable predictor of persistence. As they attain more 

credits, students become less likely to walk away. 

A University of Illinois analysis revealed that of 

students who dropped out, “about two-thirds of 

the students departed with 60 credit hours or less, 

with the highest proportion having departed with 

between 16 and 30 cumulative credit hours (i.e., 

during the freshman year).”7 This pattern helps 

explain why freshman are most likely to leave, 

followed by sophomores. It also underscores the 

importance of getting students to attend class and 

perform well academically, so they can earn credits.

In an effort to get freshman students off on the right 

foot and reinforce good academic patterns for returning 

sophomores, many colleges and universities are now 

instituting policies requiring faculty to record attendance 

in 100 and 200 level courses. By the third and fourth year 

of college, students have generally formed their habits 

about studying and attending class, therefore, taking 

attendance has less impact on performance.
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The Role of Attendance Data in Early Intervention and Retention
Student retention is critical for the financial vitality of a college or university. More than 40% of full-time college students 

fail to graduate within six years. According to Mike Reilly, executive director of the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars and Admissions Officers, schools are under pressure to boost retention rates, and that’s leading to more 

campus-wide policies about attendance.8 Well-known institutions such as Xavier University and University of Arkansas 

are working to increase retention, in part through better tracking of attendance. 

Students who feel a sense of engagement and connection to their campus community have an 80% higher chance of 

persisting.9 As with academic performance, student attendance in class is also related to student retention. Because 

attendance data can be one measure of a student’s level of academic engagement, innovative colleges and universities 

have begun to use it for predictive purposes. These schools monitor attendance and other indicators of student 

engagement, with intervention processes in place for students who are most at risk of leaving without a degree. 

Increasingly, attendance monitoring is being noted as a best practice for student retention efforts:

 › A recent ACT policy report on retention recommends that colleges and universities, “Implement an early alert, 

assessment, and monitoring system based on HSGPA, ACT Assessment scores, course placement tests, first 

semester college GPA, socioeconomic information, attendance records, and non-academic information derived 

from formal college surveys and college student inventories to identify and build comprehensive profiles of 

students at risk of dropping out.”10

 › A University of Texas study listed attendance as a high impact practice for community college student success, 

noting that for many schools, developing a campus-wide attendance policy may be the “lowest hanging fruit” that 

is a “simple, inexpensive step” to improve academic outcomes and graduation rates.11

 › In defining ten elements of successful retention programs, the Noel-Levitz National Center for enrollment 

management recommends that colleges and universities:12

1. “Collect, compile, and analyze pertinent retention data and research”

2. “Implement early identification/alert and intervention strategies”
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With tracking systems, institutions can use classroom 

attendance/absence patterns as an early predictor 

of retention. If the attendance system is tied into the 

centralized system for student credentials, additional 

“attendance” information can be gathered about ancillary 

campus services and social events to provide a larger 

picture of overall engagement. This enables colleges and 

universities to identify behavior patterns that indicate risk 

factors for retention and get the right personnel involved 

early. Two examples include:

 › Several institutions use a system based around 

student ID cards that tracks how often students 

attend campus-sponsored parties, student-

leadership programs, and how often they check  

in at the career center. Some universities even 

incentivize students who qualify for Pell Grants with 

a rewards system based on participating in activities 

they track.13

 › City University of New York (CUNY) developed a 

structured degree pathway for students eligible 

for need-based aid. The pathway features several 

components, including block scheduling of classes, 

advising, and mandatory, full-time attendance. 

The program doubled the graduation of students 

compared to those not in the program.14

As more colleges and universities decide to implement 

broader, campus-wide attendance tracking, it will be 

necessary to implement innovative technology and 

processes that reduce or eliminate friction to alleviate the 

burden on faculty of taking attendance, thus increasing 

faculty adoption. Both change management and financial 

cost/benefit need to be taken into consideration with the 

implementation of any technology. It has already been 

established that there is a significant loss in revenue to 

an institution associated with not taking attendance; 

however more important, there is also a significant loss in 

earning potential for the student that drops out, as well 

as experiencing other life-long impacts. The next section    

will address such costs and impacts as they relate to 

federal requirements.

Attendance Tracking and 
Compliance with Federal 
Financial Aid Rules
According to National Center for Education Statistics, 

approximately eighty-five percent (85%) of full-time 

students pay for college with the help of financial aid in 

the form of grants and scholarships.15 Federal financial aid 

is responsible for a large number of students being able 

to afford post-secondary education, so it’s important for 

institutions to be good stewards of this valuable resource 

and not compromise the institution’s ability to participate 

in Title IV programs.

As of March 2015, the Department of Education disclosed 

that it is closely monitoring the financial health of 556 

postsecondary educational institutions, or about 10% of 

all institutions receiving federal student aid and grants.16 

Of those, most have a status of HCM-1 (heightened cash 

monitoring), but 69 are subject to more stringent financial 

restrictions known as HCM-2 status, including 21 under 

active federal investigation.17 According to Inside Higher 

Ed, HCM-2 status “means that department employees 

manually approve every dollar that flows to an institution. 

Nearly all of those unidentified colleges were on that status 

because a federal audit of the institution resulted in ‘severe 

findings’.” 

In this era of increased financial scrutiny by federal and 

state government, colleges and universities are tightening 
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their reporting standards and improving information 

systems to ensure strict compliance with financial 

aid requirements. Attendance plays a role in many                      

of these requirements:

 › Federal financial aid regulations require that an 

institution must be able to document attendance      

in each class for which a student has received       

Title IV aid.

 › If a student has a change in enrollment status, and 

drops or adds a class, an institution is required to 

determine if this has an impact on the student’s 

financial aid package. In the case of the dropping of 

a class that results in a change in enrollment status—

and it impacts eligibility—the institution must adjust 

the student’s aid package and return funds to the 

Title IV program(s) or report the student’s status to 

NSLDS if the funds have been previously disbursed. 

 › In the case of both an Official and Unofficial 

Withdrawal, the institution must perform a Return 

to Title IV calculation (R2T4). Foundational to this 

calculation is the student’s Documented Last Date 

of Attendance. In the case of an Official Withdrawal, 

the specific date the student stopped attending all 

classes is critical to ensure the institution does not 

return too little or too much to the US Department 

of Education (the “Department”). In the case of an 

unofficial withdrawal, if the institution is unable to 

provide requisite documentation that the student 

attended at least one day of class for which the 

student was paid, the student is deemed to never 

have established Title IV eligibility and thus all aid 

must be returned to the Department.

 › Finally, there is a date certain that Title IV funds 

must be returned to the Department. In general, this 

is no later than 14 days after the withdrawal.

With these requirements, it’s easy to see why creating 

better policies for tracking attendance is beneficial for 

both students and institutions. If a financial aid award 

has been disbursed and is owed back to the Department, 

the institution must return the money promptly and try to 

In this era of increased 
financial scrutiny by federal 
and state government, 
colleges and universities are 
tightening their reporting 
standards and improving 
information systems to 
ensure strict compliance with 
financial aid requirements. 
Attendance plays a role in 
many of these requirements.
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collect these monies from the student. Given the student’s 

lower earnings potential without a degree and the fact the 

student was eligible for financial aid, the likelihood of the 

institution collecting from the student is remote. 

From a compliance oversight perspective, one example of 

a potentially-costly Title IV Program Review performed by 

the Department occurred when auditors sampled student 

loan accounts at a state university and found 56% “didn’t 

have enrollment status updates reported to the federal 

government in a timely manner. . . That meant the students 

got a little extra time before having to repay their debts, 

but the campus risked federal disallowance for non-

compliance, meaning future federally backed loans could 

have been in jeopardy.”18

In 2014, the Department cited that R2T4 calculation errors 

and late return of program funds were number two (2) 

and four (4) in the top ten audit findings respectively. As 

mentioned earlier, the institution’s ability to determine last 

date of attendance is foundational to the calculation and 

timely return of program funds.

Once an institution decides to take advantage of the 

benefits of more in-depth attendance monitoring, the next 

questions become, “How can we make this easier on our 

faculty?” and “How do we ensure our faculty maximizes 

their time teaching and not taking attendance?”               

The answer can be found in automation.

Automating Attendance 
Tracking and Reporting
Clearly, tracking attendance can help institutions identify 

students in danger of underperforming academically 

as well as help engage and retain students. Keeping 

careful attendance records also supports the institution’s 

compliance with Federal Financial Aid requirements 

for audits and in the event of a Federal Program Review. 

However, taking attendance manually has proven 

historically challenging, burdensome, time-consuming, 

error prone, and frustrating for faculty members               

and administrators.

At many universities, the discretion for taking attendance 

is left up to individual departments or even individual 

professors. The administration may encourage attendance 

taking, but not mandate it. This flexibility in policy results 

in confusion in several ways:

 › Students will attend classes where attendance is 

taken (particularly if attendance is a component of 

grading) while skipping classes in which attendance 

is not taken.

 › Faculty members often view attendance as extra, 

unnecessary effort because the lack of a definitive 

policy and its related benefits; thus, making it seem 

unimportant to the institution.

 › If the university is subjected to a federal or state 

audit, administrators will be hard-pressed to 

produce accurate records because it will be unclear 

which professors actually take attendance and if 

they do so on a consistent basis.

 › If it is unknown which professors take attendance, 

those records will be difficult to obtain to 

demonstrate compliance.
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The most common complaint from faculty is that taking 

attendance is time-consuming and a hassle. In a freshman 

or sophomore lecture course, it is impractical to call 

roll with hundreds of students. Some universities have 

attendance systems that enable a faculty member to check 

in students on a laptop, or print out a student roster to 

pass around and then later input the information back 

into the attendance system. 

Both are active processes that 

must be heavily managed by                     

the professor.  

If a manual method is used 

for taking attendance, the 

professor must further ensure 

that records are complete, valid, 

and properly-maintained or 

delivered to the registrar in the 

likely event a question arises 

about attendance in relation 

to withdrawals or grades. If 

faculty members take attendance 

on paper, there is additional 

complexity centralizing and retrieving manual attendance 

records for use in financial aid compliance or in the event 

of an audit. 

Automated Attendance Systems for 
Postsecondary Institutions
Many colleges and universities will choose an automated 

attendance system to make monitoring attendance as easy 

as possible for faculty and students. Systems should be 

evaluated based on ease of use, as well as the availability 

of this information to the enterprise. This will ensure 

student retention specialists can use this information 

for predicting at-risk students and the institutions can  

execute early intervention strategies as well as ensure 

financial aid administrators have up-to-date information 

to manage compliance.

For example, a Cloud-based attendance system that 

leverages existing campus technology can provide the 

automation needed to centralize attendance records while 

also making them easily accessible to faculty members for 

grading and review purposes. If that system also includes 

an easy way for students to “check in” as they enter class, 

an attendance system can minimize class disruption      

and save time for faculty by 

reducing friction.

One system approach involves 

leveraging the student credential 

(Campus ID card or mobile 

phone as the ID) to facilitate 

attendance tracking utilizing 

purpose-built mobile readers. 

On most campuses, student 

credentials are already set up 

to provide contactless or card-

swipe functionality for financial 

transactions or door access to enter 

buildings and dorms. Checking 

in for attendance is as simple as 

students swiping or tapping their credentials against a 

purpose-built reader mounted just inside the class room, 

sitting on the instructor’s desk, or passed around student-

to-student if class is being held outside or in an alternate 

location. This way, attendance is taken instantly, without 

hassle and with minimal friction to faculty and students. 

The credential is increasing in usage across every aspect 

of campus life. Thus, it can provide an institution critical 

information in support of retention though proactive 

student programs, earlier intervention for students at-risk, 

and more effective management of Title IV compliance. 

The credential is 
increasing in usage 
across every aspect 

of campus life.               
Thus, it can provide 

an institution critical 
information in 

support of retention...
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Conclusion
Ensuring the success of students, both academically and 

later professionally, is essential to building the reputation 

and brand of any college or university. As institutions 

seek more ways to engage with students and ensure 

their academic success, many will discover the value of 

monitoring attendance combined with data analytics. 

Class attendance is highly correlated to improved 

academic performance for all students, especially for 

freshmen and sophomores. 

Attendance is also one of several important measurements 

of student engagement. Engaged students in all aspect of 

campus life are much more likely to persist at college and 

earn a degree than students who are less engaged. Given 

eighty-five percent (85%) of full-time students receive 

financial aid, attendance-linked persistence minimizes 

the probability of students leaving without a degree; and 

in turn, falling into default related to the repayment of 

financial aid as a result of under-employability and/or a 

lack of desire to pay for an education they perceive they 

did not get.

In today’s environment, student recruitment is more 

competitive and costly. Student retention is essential to 

financial sustainability and takes pressure off recruiters, allowing them to focus on filling the next freshman class as 

opposed to also refilling next year’s sophomore class. 

The criteria for the most effective and efficient attendance systems will be the reduction of cycle time, friction, and 

faculty frustration in taking attendance. A good system will provide easy access to data and support early intervention 

and ultimately retention. Attendance Systems that integrate with the campus credentialing system make it very easy for 

students to register their attendance by using their IDs. This attendance data is easily combined with other data streams 

and incorporated into a bigger picture of campus engagement for administrators focusing on students at-risk, ensuring 

retention, student success, and institutional financial health.
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