
Effective Family-School 
Partnerships Lead to Improved 
Student Attendance
How the TalkingPoints Universal Family Engagement 
Platform Decreased Absence in Tulsa Public Schools  



We achieve this through an innovative technology platform  
that facilitates purpose-driven collaboration between schools, 
teachers, and families. The TalkingPoints Universal Family 
Engagement platform is rooted in decades of research and is 
continuously updated with evidence-based best practices.  
Our dedicated research team works with school districts, 
universities, and leading experts like Dr. Karen Mapp* from 
Harvard University to ensure our platform stays at the forefront 
of advancements and provides new insights for the field. 


In partnership with Tulsa Public Schools, TalkingPoints 
conducted a quasi-experimental study to analyze the district’s 
student administrative data to see how using the TalkingPoints 
platform impacted absenteeism rates.
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At TalkingPoints, our mission  
as an education technology 
nonprofit is to improve student 
outcomes by unlocking the 
superpower of effective 
family-school partnerships. 

* Learn more about Dr. Karen Mapp here.

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/directory/faculty/karen-mapp
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

Researchers found that using TalkingPoints resulted in statistically 
significant improvements in attendance rates, resulting in increased learning 
hours for students:

The TalkingPoints platform allowed teachers, administrators, and other 
school and district staff to build trusting relationships with all district 
families via two-way text messages in families’ home languages. It offered 
tools to help foster productive conversations, supported by human 
translation and custom machine learning translation algorithms trained for 
the K12 context. The daily connections that the platform facilitated fostered 
trusting relationships and effective collaboration between the district’s 
families and its schools.

decrease in absenteeism 
rates per year

24%

TalkingPoints led to an average 
24% decrease in absenteeism 
rates across all grades with 
sufficient sample sizes (K-5, 7).

additional days per 
student per school year

6

On average, attendance increases 
equate to an additional two days 
in school per student during the 
period studied.* Extrapolating 
these results through the entire 
school year would mean an 
average gain of six additional days 
in school per student.

* The period studied was March-June, 2021.
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Study Overview


This research involved over 30,000 students from 71 schools within the district. We used observational data and 
quasi-experimental methods to evaluate the impact of TalkingPoints on student attendance rates. The study 
compared the outcomes of TalkingPoints users and non-users during the Spring term (March-June, 2021).

Methodology


To ensure fair comparisons between TalkingPoints users and non-users, we applied statistical techniques to 
weight the samples by demographics. We then verified that the groups were similar from the beginning. 
Despite this, in some grades, the user and non-user groups remained too dissimilar for fair comparison, even 
after weighting, and these grades are excluded in the findings presented below.

Testing Alignment


The district uses the MAP Growth test to track student outcomes, administered three times a year

 Fall: August 15th - November 30t
 Winter: December 1st - February 28th (29th on leap years
 Spring: March 1st - June 15th


For our analysis, we aligned the attendance data with these testing periods, which also supports our long-
term goal of correlating attendance data with academic outcomes. TalkingPoints adoption in the district 
started in the Fall and achieved critical mass mid-year. Consequently, to assess the impact of TalkingPoints 
adoption from the point it reached critical mass through the end of the school year, we concentrated our 
analysis on the Spring term.

Scope and Methodology

Student attendance has long been a critical focus for schools and districts, and for good reason. When 
students miss school, they fall behind academically and contribute to widening achievement gaps. Further, 
missing 10% or more of school days annually classifies students as "chronically absent" and increases their 
risk of poverty, poor health, and involvement in the criminal justice system. Widespread absenteeism also 
disrupts classrooms, negatively impacting all students by making it harder for teachers to engage each 
student and address their learning needs (Attendance Works, n.d.). Attendance can also impact school 
budgets and resources, as funding is often tied to enrollment figures. The pandemic exacerbated attendance 
challenges, particularly for historically underserved students.

Educators say the implications of absenteeism are 
far-reaching, forcing teachers to help students 
make up work they missed while keeping other 
students on track. And once students disconnect 
from school, it can be hard to get them back. 
(Meckler & Nathanson 2024).

Students missing school has always been a 
challenge, but since the pandemic it has 
become a national crisis. High rates of 
absenteeism are undermining student 
learning and increasing the chasm between 
schools and families. (Mapp & Rogers, 2024).

The Problem
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How did school-wide adoption of TalkingPoints impact student attendance outcomes?


Following a term of implementation during the Spring of the 2020-21 school year, using daily attendance 
records, demographics, and school and teacher information collected for the 31,574 students in 71 schools, 
the findings revealed that the use of TalkingPoints resulted in significant positive impacts on attendance rates 
across all grades with sufficient sample sizes (K-5, 7).

Detailed Findings
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TalkingPoints led to an average 24% decrease in absenteeism 
rates across all grades with sufficient sample sizes (K-5, 7). 

Declines in AbsenteeISM Rates TalkingPoints Users

Non-Users

District Profile


At a glance: Tulsa Public Schools


A TalkingPoints partner since the 2020-21 school year, Tulsa Public Schools is a large, diverse, urban school 
district in Oklahoma. District website data shows Tulsa Public Schools supports:

70+ 
schools

30k+ 
students

84% 
are economically 
disadvantaged

79% 
identify as 
students of color

36% 
are multilingual 
learners

Research Questions


Researchers evaluated data from the Spring term of the 2020-21 school year to address the following questions:

How did school-wide adoption of TalkingPoints 
affect student attendance outcomes?

Did the impact vary between students from Spanish-
speaking and English-speaking households?
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Improved attendance rates resulted in an average of two more 
instructional days per student for the Spring term. Extrapolating these 
results through the entire school year would mean an average of six 
additional instructional days per student. These improvements not only 
reduce classroom disruption for all students but also provide many 
more hours of instructional time for those who were previously absent.

A
v

e
r

a
g

e
 D

a
y

s
 A

t
t

e
n

d
e

d

GRADE

K

2
0

0
4

0
6

0

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

N
/A

Improved Attendance TalkingPoints Users

Non-Users

Did results vary for students from Spanish-speaking vs. English-speaking households?


Tulsa Public Schools supports students who speak one or more of 72 languages, with multilingual learners 
comprising over 36% of the student body. To assess the impact of TalkingPoints on these students, 
researchers focused on Spanish-speaking students, the largest language group for whom sufficiently large 
data samples were available for analysis. The results showed that attendance improvements for students 
from Spanish-speaking households were more significant compared to those of their English-speaking peers.

Increased average attendance rates 
for Spanish-speaking students

English
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Based on our research, we recommend that schools and districts prioritize family-school partnerships as a 
critical strategy for improving student attendance. Attendance is known to be a leading indicator of expected 
future improvements in academic outcomes. Additionally, research demonstrates that effective family 
engagement practices can significantly impact other student outcomes, such as academics, behavior, and 
well-being. This study, which examined the initial impacts of family engagement on attendance, will be 
followed by further analysis from longer implementation periods to explore whether improvements in 
attendance linked to family engagement efforts result in academic or other outcome improvements.

By implementing effective family engagement as a high-impact strategy for improving student 
outcomes rather than as an initiative or goal in and of itself, districts can harness its power. Schools 
and districts should work to:

Many people contributed to the development of this research report. We’d like to thank our district partner, 
Tulsa Public Schools, for their commitment to equity and impact and for partnering with TalkingPoints to 
support this project. We’d like to thank the TalkingPoints research team for their work conducting the 
research and analysis that made this report possible. We’d like to thank our philanthropic partners for their 
generous support of TalkingPoints’ mission and our efforts to identify and share best practices in family 
engagement with the broader education community.

When districts prioritize building trusting relationships with all families—nurturing these bonds consistently 
over time—capacity grows on all sides. Families gain a deeper understanding of how to collaborate with 
schools to support their students, teachers feel more confident and supported in engaging with families, 
student outcomes improve, and over time school and district performance also improves.

Build families’ understanding of 
the importance of good 
attendance and provide practical 
advice on how they can support 
their children's attendance

Remove barriers to absence 
reporting for families and 
encourage them to feel 
comfortable sharing detailed 
reasons for absence

Establish trust-based 
relationships with families 
through regular, asset-based 
check-ins

Partner with families to 
understand root causes to  
guide resource allocation

Analyze absence data from 
families to understand and 
address root causes

Recommendations & Next Steps

Acknowledgments
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TalkingPoints is an  
education technology nonprofit 
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To investigate the primary research question of whether there is any causal evidence about the relationship 
between TalkingPoints participation and improved attendance outcomes, this study employed a quasi-
experimental methodology.

M e t h o d o lo gy

Measures


In the district analyzed, the large-scale implementation began in the Winter term of the 2020-2021 school 
year. Consequently, Winter term attendance rates were used as the baseline measure, while Spring term 
attendance rates served as the outcome measure.


Attendance rates were calculated as the percentage of days and partial days a student was present at school. 
Due to the unavailability of data, the analysis did not differentiate between excused and unexcused 
absences.


To create comparable user and non-user groups, several pre-existing characteristics were considered: 
baseline attendance rate (att_rate_pre), participation in free or reduced-price lunch (frpl), gender (female), 
and race/ethnicity (Asian, Black, Hispanic/ Latine*, Native American, Multiracial, or Pacific Islander—race_A, 
race_B, race_H, race_I, race_M, race_P). Additional factors included whether the student was an Multilingual 
Learner (mll), identified by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (idea), participated in a gifted and 
talented program (gifted), or economically disadvantaged based on district-defined household income and 
size guidelines (disadvantaged).

Procedure


Propensity score matching (PSM) was employed to match students who utilized the tool with their non-user 
counterparts based on pre-existing characteristics. In this analysis, users were defined as those associated 
with at least one message, and the uptake rate was the percentage of users from the population.


The PSM procedure utilized pre-existing characteristics including baseline attendance rate, race/ethnicity, 
free or reduced-price lunch participation, MLL status, economic disadvantage, participation in gifted and 
talented programs, and disability status.


To evaluate the effectiveness of the matching process, the balance between user and non-user groups was 
assessed across all pre-existing characteristics. The standardized mean difference in these characteristics 
was compared to a threshold of an absolute value of 0.10 to determine if sufficient balance had been 
achieved. 


The impact was estimated by comparing the spring attendance rates of students who participated in 
TalkingPoints with those who did not, using matched PSM subclasses. This comparison was performed 
through regression analysis, with spring attendance rate as the outcome variable and TalkingPoints 
participation as the predictor. An example of the regression model is provided in Equation 1 below.

Technical Appendix

* Other terms may be used in schools.
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where is the spring attendance rate for student p,

is an intercept,

represents the impact,

is an indicator of whether the student participated in TalkingPoints, and

is a student-specific residual.

In accordance with best practices for impact estimation, the weights for each subclass from the PSM 
were incorporated into the models.


The impact was assessed using the original attendance rate metric. Additionally, the analysis was 
stratified by grade level (K, 1, 2,..., 11, 12) to investigate any differential impacts across grades.

Participants


The study includes students across grades K through 12 in a large urban school district. The total sample 
includes 30,132 students across 71 schools. The sample was diverse. Table T1 summarizes the sample by 
race/ethnicity. Table T2 summarizes the sample by other pre-existing characteristics. Table T3 
summarizes the uptake rates by grade.

Table T1. Sample Race/Ethnicity Distribution

e
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Table T2. Sample Demographics

Table T3. Uptake Rates

MLL
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Results


The results of the propensity score matching (PSM) produced sufficiently equivalent groups in Kindergarten 
through Fifth Grade as well as Seventh Grade (Tables T4-T9, T11). Given the good balance between the 
treated and control groups after matching, the results in terms of impact can be thought of as quasi-
experimental results showing some causal evidence. However, is also possible that there may be additional 
unobserved differences between the user and non-user groups at baseline, particularly since the user groups 
chose to send at least one message. In the other grades, one or more of the standardized mean differences in 
the observed pre-existing characteristic variables were greater than an absolute value of 0.10, meaning that 
there are likely still significant differences between the user and non-user groups, even after PSM. Part of the 
reason that the PSM may have failed in these upper grades is that the participation of TalkingPoints was 
relatively lower in these grades, resulting in a smaller match sample and a larger impact of slight differences 
in the balance overall. Given the lack of balance in the user and non-user groups for Sixth grade and Grades 
8-12, the impacts should be thought of as correlational results.

Table T4. Kindergarten Balance Results

Table T5. First Grade Balance Results

mll

mll
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Table T6. Second Grade Balance Results

Table T7. Third Grade Balance Results

Table T8. Fourth Grade Balance Results

mll

mll

mll
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Table T9. Fifth Grade Balance Results

Table T10. Sixth Grade Balance Results

Table T11. Seventh Grade Balance Results

mll

mll

mll
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Table T12. Eighth Grade Balance Results 

Table T13. Ninth Grade Balance Results

Table T14. Tenth Grade Balance Results

mll

mll

mll
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Table T15. Eleventh Grade Balance Results

Table T16. Twelfth Grade Balance Results

The impacts are shown in Table T17, where β1  represents the impact or the 
difference between attendance rates for TalkingPoints users versus non-users.

mll

mll
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** represents a p-value less than 0.01, indicating significant results

Table T17. Regression Coefficients and Treatment Effects

For the balanced samples, the results show statistically significant causal evidence of positive effects for 
Kindergarten through 5th grade and 7th grade. (β1 is significant, and Tables T4-T16 show no SMD greater 
than 0.1 in absolute value). In the other grades, the sample was not balanced, but the result was significant 
(Grades 6, 8, 9, 12), or the sample was not balanced and the result was not significant (Grades 10-11). In both 
of these situations, it is difficult to describe the impact of TalkingPoints use. 


Dealing with Unbalanced Samples 
One approach would be to add additional covariates to the model to control for baseline differences in the 
unbalanced groups. For each of the grades where sample balance was not achieved, there were one or more 
baseline characteristics where the difference between the TalkingPoints user group and the non-user group 
had a standardized mean difference of over 0.10 in absolute value. For example, in the 12th-grade sample,  
98.7% of the users were enrolled in Free or Reduced-price lunch, whereas only  72.9% of the non-user group 
were. Adding an indicator of whether the student participated in free or reduced lunch might control for 
group differences in attendance rates for students who participate in free and reduced lunch versus those 
who do not, making it easier to tease out the association between TalkingPoints use and attendance 
outcomes. So, for each grade where sample balance was not achieved, covariates were added to the model 
to account for group differences in attendance outcomes across those covariates. Table T18 shows the model 
results for these models with additional controls for the unbalanced covariates. As shown in Table T18, in all 
grades except for 10 and 12, there is a positive statistically significant association between TalkingPoints 
usage and attendance rate after controlling for group differences at baseline. In grade 10, the relationship is 
negative but not significant, and in grade 12, it is negative and significant. It should be noted that in Grade 12, 
less than 1% of the class used TalkingPoints, and although it is possible to control for group  
differences between the treated and untreated groups, it is unlikely that this < 1% of students  
is representative of generalized 12th-grade outcomes as a result of using TalkingPoints.  
In summary, by controlling for group differences at baseline, it is easier to describe some 
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of the relationships between TalkingPoints usage and the attendance rate outcome, and we find that the 
majority of these relationships are positive and statistically significant, but these results do not speak to 
causal evidence, and it is still difficult to generalize when the sample is not sufficient.

**  represents a p-value less than 0.01, indicating significant results

Table T18. Model Results Including Controls for Unbalanced Covariates

mll


