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In this brief essay I would like to address some of the 
assumptions and attitudes that exist among some 
faculty and some students regarding attendance. I am 
bothered, for example, by the holier-than-thou attitude 
of some faculty members who express moral outrage 
when students miss their classes, and I am bothered by 
faculty members who require excuses for missed 
classes. 
 First of all, letʼs get rid of the humiliating and often 
embarrassing aspect of excuses—written or spoken (I 
would make an exception in so far as I agree with many 
Faculty Handbooks that students ought to notify faculty 
members of absences to allow faculty to assist them in 
making up work, etc.). Excuses make teachers into 
Solomon like judges, trying to determine the validity of 
an excuse while forcing students to justify their 
decisions (and often their lives) not to attend class. A no 
nonsense policy would ignore excuses, thus freeing 
professors from the temptation of presuming they know 
what is or is not a legitimate excuse. 
 Worse than requiring excuses, however, is the 
indignant professor, slighted because a student has 
dared to choose job, health (mental and physical), or 
family before his or her class. Or the professor who 
presumes that the studentʼs hangover is no excuse 
while another studentʼs migraine headache is. As 
college teachers we simply do not know enough about 
our students to judge whether job, health, family, or 
school ought to come first. I tell my students that 
whatever the reason for not attending the bottom-line is 
the same—they are not attending. All reasons for not 
coming are legitimate and therefore all excuses are 
unnecessary. But there is still one overriding question: 
Is the student attending? And if attendance is a serious 
problem (the definition of serious is defined and handled 
differently, and for the most part all the systems Iʼm 
aware of have merit) then the studentʼs final grade is in 
jeopardy.  
 At this point, I would like to address what I believe 
are two false assumptions underlying some studentsʼ 
attitude towards attendance, particularly arguments 
against mandatory attendance. The first assumption is 
that students are customers and teachers provide a 
service paid for by the student. If a student (customer) 
decides to pay for the service then it doesnʼt seem 
reasonable to penalize students who donʼt come to 
class. A logical enough conclusion if one accepts the 
premise—students are customers. I might add that this 
model is not on the face of it unacceptable in education. 
Iʼm sure that Socrates and Aristotle did not require 
attendance of their students and an occasional chicken 
perhaps paid for the dayʼs lesson. But there is one big 

difference. Aristotle wasnʼt an accrediting institution. 
One didnʼt get a diploma and transcript that could be 
parlayed into a job. Students want more than an 
education—they want a record of it, available for all to 
see. Students in effect ask teachers to judge their 
performance. Students ask us to treat them as students 
(a proud thing to be) not customers. 
 The second assumption refers to the 
aforementioned idea of performance. A student who is 
against mandatory attendance may not make the first 
assumption, and may in fact be very aware that 
teachers are asked to judge and grade. But, the student 
may say, suppose all tests of my performance are 
acceptable, then why require attendance? And, 
furthermore, if I donʼt attend, the supposed resulting 
lower grade on tests is already punishment enough. 
This "double jeopardy" argument seems plausible if you 
accept the underlying assumption—tests and 
assignments are a complete measure of performance. 
They are, quite simply, not. I tell my students their grade 
is based on the work they do—and coming to class is 
work. I cannot test all that they learn, but I can test 
some of it. To assume that all learning can be tested, or 
only learning that is tested is real learning is a short-
sighted view of education. To educate means to lead 
out, not pour in. 
 So whatʼs to be done? I think faculty ought to 
require attendance. For faculty to assume that students 
who choose not to come will fail the tests or get low 
grades assumes, like some students, that only what is 
tested is worth learning and worse still that learning and 
testing are the same. To tell students that attendance is 
not mandatory is to send them a confusing signal, 
especially to young, undisciplined students. 
 For students. Choose your schedules carefully—
consider commuting, job, family, health, and school 
responsibilities and by all means make reasonable 
choices if there are conflicts. But if the choice made is 
not to attend class, then take full responsibility for this. If 
you choose school instead of work then the rewards of 
work will be forfeited. If its work you choose, or even if 
its illness that chooses you, then accept the 
consequences. Grades are not punishment. And, 
though I prefer not to think of grades exclusively as 
rewards, grades are more like rewards than 
punishments. And one cannot be rewarded for work not 
done. Drop the class if the problem becomes serious 
and the grade is seriously jeopardized. The over-
whelming majority of students Iʼve met and taught over 
the last thirty three years live by and prefer this no 
nonsense approach to attendance—and to life. 


