
 

 

Faculty Resources for Student Absences 
Setting up attendance standards that work for your course 
Please note: The ideas here are not policy or a mandate, although some policy excerpts are included. 

Guiding principle: 

Faculty are in the best position to make caring and thoughtful decisions for their students and their courses. 

Considerations when setting your attendance policy: 

What is the value of a student attendance policy? 

An attendance policy sets the parameters for the amount of student engagement necessary to maintain course 
integrity and foster student learning and successful achievement of course outcomes.  

How do I determine the minimum level of student engagement for my courses? 

This question can be addressed by resolving the puzzle of assigning grades for Student A and Student B.  
Student A has never been absent and has a final total course grade of 93%.  Student B has been absent 
several times and has a final total course grade of 93%. 

 How many absences could be tolerated before Student B’s grade needs to be lowered to a B for lack of 

engagement? Or said differently, how many absences are acceptable before the integrity of the course 
experience is impugned? Or how many absences are acceptable before the grades of Student A and 
Student B should be different? 

 Use this engagement threshold as the maximum number of absences in your attendance policy. 

Addressing the specific elements of ARP 4.46: 

ARP 4.46.A says “absences will be excused for . . .” 1) representing the university, 2) legally obligated 
training, 3) legally obligated proceeding, 4) religious accommodation, 5) ADA accommodation and/or 6) 
interim Title IX measure. 

Implementation Ideas: When 4.46.A was written, it was assumed that absences from excused and 
extenuating circumstances would not accumulate beyond what is reasonable to meet minimum 
engagement standards for your course. We have learned that navigating a global pandemic provides 
unforeseen challenges. You may need to prepare to make difficult decisions for students about continued 
enrollment in the course. 
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ARP 4.46.B says “Absences based on extenuating circumstances outside the control of the 
student other than those listed above may be excused at the discretion of the faculty member.” 

Implementation Ideas: Instead of trying to determine if the circumstances were outside of student’s 

control and/or asking them to provide you with documentation, trust your students’ judgement – and your 
own. If you determine a maximum number of allowable absences that you are maintaining as the 
boundary, it doesn’t really matter if the absence is COVID-related (definitely extenuating circumstances) or 
is based on poor choices (oversleeping, partying, etc.). If learning outcomes will be compromised, guide 
students to an academic advisor to discuss withdrawal options.  

ARP 4.46.C says “The reasonable accommodation process for coursework that cannot be made up 
as originally assigned (e.g., group projects/presentations) shall be coordinated between the 
student and the faculty member. The process may be facilitated by Student Accessibility Services, 
the Office of Institutional Equity, Dean of Students, Graduate School Dean, and/or other relevant 

entities at the request of either student or faculty member.” 

Implementation Ideas: This aspect of the policy will take some creativity to avoid it becoming 
burdensome. Best practice would be to identify a secondary pedagogical option that meets the same 
learning outcomes as the primary pedagogical choice. Some examples: 

Primary Pedagogy Secondary Pedagogical Option: 

Lecture Recorded Lecture, identified video resources; text-based materials 

Small group discussion Use the Canvas Discussion Board 

Problem sets/case 
studies 

Use the Canvas Discussion Board 

 

Secondary options don’t need to be fully executed unless a student is actually absent, and should be 
implementable within reasonable parameters of faculty time and resources. It’s up to you to determine 
what is appropriate. Consider what accommodations you would reasonably make for a non-COVID-related 
circumstance, such as a death in the family or a student’s hospitalization. 

ARP 4.46.D says “The student or third party on behalf of the student should provide advance 

written notice when possible. Documentation supporting the excused absence must be presented 
to the faculty member for inspection, who will record the excused absence and return the 
documentation to the student.” 

 Though the ARP gives faculty the authority to ask for supporting documentation, students may not have 
documentation of a contact-tracing call or suspected exposure. Use your judgement. 

 Asking for documentation is problematic because: 

 It comes from a point of privilege and is biased toward students who have the social and financial 
capital obtain a written excuse. 

 It is just as likely that a student has falsified the documentation as it is that they are falsely reporting 
extenuating circumstances. 

 Asking for medical documentation may overburden our local health resources. 
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Tools: 

If a student’s total number of absences greatly exceeds your attendance policy, students should be referred to 
the various withdrawal options. The associated forms can be found at records.nmsu.edu/forms. In 
addition to student-initiated withdrawals, you are able administratively withdraw students due to non-
attendance or failure to make progress in your class. Faculty are empowered to strike the balance between 

being as flexible as possible and maintaining the boundaries around course integrity. 

The last day to withdraw from a single course with a “W” (no refund) has been extended to Dec. 3. This is 
also the last day to fully withdraw from the university (again, without a refund). The academic calendar can be 
found at records.nmsu.edu/important-dates-faculty-staff.  

Possible Next Steps: 

 A syllabus is not a contract! With reasonable notice to students, course policies, deadlines, 
assignments, etc. can shift. It’s not too late to make some adjustments to your attendance policy to reflect 
your compassionate approach to student wellness and success. 

 Download a roster from Canvas or your myNMSU faculty tab to keep track of attendance or create an 

attendance column in Canvas. 

 Reach out to students who are getting close to the threshold with an offer to discuss. One 
example: “I’ve noticed you are getting close to the maximum allowable absences that we discussed in 
class, and I want to make sure you’re able to succeed in this course. I’m here to help you if there’s 
anything I can do to support your success in my course.” 

 Reach out to students who are beyond the engagement threshold you have set. Refer them to 
advising and if necessary, encourage them to consider a Medical Withdrawal. 

 Lead the class with vulnerability. Tell them they can count on you to drive the struggle bus, but that 
this is all new to you as well. 

 Recognize and validate students’ emotions. Students are juggling all of their activities and 

relationships in different ways. COVID-safe practices may look different between class, roommates and 
families, and those differences may cause tensions that spill over into emotions and anger. 

 Know where to seek additional guidance. Speak to your department head or dean – or reach out 
directly to Associate Provost Rebecca Campbell at rjpc@nmsu.edu with questions. 

 Take care of yourself first. You are a valued as both faculty and colleagues. Resources are available to 

support your mental and emotional well-being. Aggie Health and Wellness Center offers the 
Employee Assistance Program (EAP). EAP is a confidential counseling and referral service available to 
all NMSU faculty and staff. Call 575-646-6603 for more info. Well-Being Solutions, the employee 
assistance program from the State of New Mexico, also provides services to eligible employees and their 
family members. You can schedule up to five free counseling sessions by calling 833-515-0771 or visiting 
www.guidanceresources.com and using SONMEAP as the web ID. 

 

https://catalogs.nmsu.edu/nmsu/regulations-policies/#withdrawalstext
https://records.nmsu.edu/forms/
https://records.nmsu.edu/files/2020/03/Student-Absence_Lack-of-Progress-Report_03092020.pdf
https://records.nmsu.edu/important-dates-faculty-staff/
mailto:rjpc@nmsu.edu
http://wellness.nmsu.edu/
https://wellness.nmsu.edu/Employee%20Services/eap.html
https://benefits.nmsu.edu/other/eap/
http://www.guidanceresources.com/

