
The Care Counts™ 
Laundry Program by Whirlpool:

Addressing the Links Between Unclean 
Clothes and Absenteeism



About the Author: Richard Rende, Ph.D., is a developmental 
psychologist, researcher, and educator. Throughout his career as a 
faculty member at Columbia University, Rutgers University, and Brown 
University, he was awarded numerous grants from the National 
Institutes of Health focused on promoting the optimal development of 
children and adolescents. Dr. Rende has published extensively in 
peer-reviewed scientific journals along with authoring two books, was 
appointed to the editorial board of a number of academic journals and 
provided consultation services for the government, including serving as 
a grant reviewer for the Center for Scientific Review / National Institutes 
of Health. His work as an educator has focused on implementing and 
evaluating methods for improving student engagement and academic 
growth. As a third party research consultant, Dr. Rende conducted 
independent research for Whirlpool brand to determine the efficacy of 
putting laundry units into schools.
 

2



Executive Summary
 
One in five American children lack basic necessities, including access to something many of us 
take for granted: clean clothes. Lack of clean clothes has an insidious effect on children’s 
educational progress, as the social stigma can result in students avoiding going to school at levels 
that disrupt their learning. In light of this, the Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool was 
designed to install washers and dryers in schools to provide children in need with access to clean 
clothes, reducing one key barrier to attendance. Whirlpool brand designed a proof-of-concept 
study, recruiting schools across the country to examine the feasibility and potential attendance 
benefits of the Care Counts TM laundry program. The first phase of the pilot study proved the 
program is feasible and sustainable for schools. A second phase observed notable increases in 
attendance after implementation of the program for elementary and middle school students at risk 
for chronic absenteeism as well as those at risk for problematic levels of absenteeism. The 
success of the proof-of-concept study indicates substantial promise for the Care CountsTM 
laundry program by Whirlpool. 

Many students across the country struggle with access to something many of us take for granted: 
clean clothes. The reality is that one in five American children – approximately 14.5 million – lack 
basic necessities including access to clean clothes on a daily basis [1]. Not just unpleasant, lack 
of access to clean clothes has an insidious impact on their education, as the significant social 
stigma [2] can lead many children to avoid going to school [3].
 
The Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool was introduced in 2015 to address the lack of 
access to clean clothes among students nationwide by installing washers and dryers in select 
schools. The program philosophy is that simple acts of care – including washing clothes – can 
have a powerful impact on lives, particularly for students who face the prospect of coming to 
school in unclean clothes. The central tenet of the program is that lack of access to clean clothes 
can be a significant barrier to attendance for students across the country; and as such, providing 
the resources of washers and dryers in schools, can address one significant factor that 
contributes to absenteeism. The purpose of this paper is to provide perspective on the conceptual 
platform of the program, along with evaluation of the first pilot stage in order to gauge the 
feasibility and initial impact.
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Why Address Absenteeism?

The focus on absenteeism in the Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool is especially timely 
and critically important. The U.S. Department of Education has characterized chronic absenteeism 
(defined as missing 15 or more days of the school year) as a hidden educational crisis: over seven 
million, or one in six students around the country in 2015-16, were absent at a level which 
profoundly disrupts learning and both the short and long-term potential for academic progress 
[4,5,6,7].
 
Given these findings, there is now mandated state accountability for “non-academic” indicators of 
school quality/success, including student attendance [8]. Intensive surveillance of absenteeism 
patterns in school is on the radar of every state and school district in the country, accompanied by 
a sense of urgency to develop programs that may help turn the tide and reduce barriers to 
attendance [9].
 
Can Lack of Access to Clean Clothes Impact Attendance?
There are undoubtedly many factors that can lead to absenteeism. That said, one strategy is to 
focus intensively on specific, modifiable factors that may be especially influential in the lives of 
some children. Lack of clean clothes is one such factor.
 
Over the last three decades, there have been numerous reports from schools that a lack of access 
to clean clothes can be a primary reason why some children miss school. These include the 
following:

● A suggestion in 1988 that some children in San Francisco missed school because they 
lacked clean clothing and were ashamed of their clothes [10]

●  In 2000, attendance counselors making home visits in Los Angeles noted a lack of clean 
clothes as the reason why some children stayed home rather than attend school [11]

●  In 2014, a principal in Baltimore installed a washer and dryer at school to help prevent 
students who wear unclean clothes from being teased and avoiding school [12]

 
Such powerful observations by school personnel attest to the ecological validity of the premise, 
that some students miss substantial portions of the school year because they lack clean clothes 
and want to avoid the very real social challenge of being around other students. It should be 
appreciated that wearing unclean clothes not only provides a visual form of vulnerability to 
students; they also can give off unpleasant odors that are easily detected in a classroom.
 
Experts on absenteeism have also identified a lack of clean clothing as a key factor which leads 
some students to not come to school in order to avoid embarrassment [13]; this influential 
perspective aligns with the reports over the years from school personnel noted above. 
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A Proof-Of-Concept Study: Phase 1

Armed with the knowledge that lack of access to clean clothes is a primary reason some students 
have troubling levels of absenteeism, Whirlpool brand introduced the Care CountsTM laundry 
program in 2015 to explore the effects of installing washers and dryers in schools and 
absenteeism rates. Importantly, the initial goal was to conduct a proof-of-concept study to 
gather data on the feasibility of the program along with descriptive data to gauge the potential 
impact on student attendance. At the heart of the program is the idea that lack of access to clean 
clothes is a modifiable barrier and the program could hold promise to support better attendance.
 
It is a logical first step to carefully explore how installing washers and dryers in schools may 
positively impact students who lack access to clean clothes and show evidence of risk for 
absenteeism. In the parlance of intervention work, the Care CountsTM laundry program by 
Whirlpool represents a class, or tier, of effort that focuses on individual students who need 
targeted support to reduce troubling levels of absenteeism, as compared to universal programs 
(aimed at all students in a school) or very intensive interventions designed for especially troubled 
students (e.g., students with high levels of truancy) [14].

 
A first phase was conducted during the 2015-16 school year, explicitly designed to test issues 
pertaining to feasibility. Sixteen schools were identified in two cities – St. Louis, Missouri, and 
Fairfield, California – where there was considerable interest in the premise of the program. 
Strategies were worked out for basic elements of the program: installation of washers and dryers 
(including pragmatics of determining best physical placement in the school); a process of having 
school personnel identify students who were perceived as being in need of the program (both in 
terms of attendance risk and evidence of lacking access to clean clothes); implementing a 
strategy utilizing a combination of school personnel and parents of students to provide the laundry 
service; and putting methods in place to track laundry use along with attendance through the 
school year.
 
Participating schools had success in identifying and recruiting students (78 percent of students 
initially identified had laundry done at the school) and maintaining the laundry program for 
students (87 percent of participating students had laundry done consistently across months of 
recording). The need for having access to a washer and dryer in the school was also apparent, as 
students had, on average, two-four loads of laundry done per month. In addition, surveys of 
teachers participating in the program revealed positive perceptions of the need for the program 
and high acceptance of its implementation and impact on students.
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A Proof-Of-Concept Study: Phase 2

These initial findings provided support for moving to a second phase – a more deliberate attempt 
to gather data across a school year to examine attendance patterns before and after 
implementation of the program. Experts on chronic absenteeism have urged programs to collect 
data in order to observe the impact on attendance [15], and in this spirit Whirlpool brand extended 
the Care CountsTM laundry program in a 3-year proof-of-concept study starting in the fall of 2016. 
Schools were recruited from cities across the country to provide a range of sampling and each 
school participated for one year; both elementary and middle school students were included in 
order to permit observation of trends by educational level. Each school received a washer and 
dryer along with a year’s worth of laundry supplies. As was done in the initial phase, school 
personnel identified students who were perceived to be in need of the program, and a 
combination of school personnel and parents of students provided the laundry service.
 
Befitting a proof-of-concept study, a single group pretest posttest design (SGPP) was utilized in 
which all identified students participated in the program proper. The goal was to observe 
students across the school year as follows:

● A pretest period (first half of the school year) was used to establish baseline attendance 
patterns for each student prior to the introduction of the program

● A posttest period (second half of the school year) was used to evaluate attendance patterns 
while the program was in place

● Pretest and posttest attendance patterns were compared to gather descriptive data on 
potential changes in correspondence to implementing the program

 
Sampling Framework
The Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool tracked 27 schools from 10 regions:

● Atlanta, Georgia
● Chicago, Illinois
● Los Angeles, California
● Nashville, Tennessee
● New Orleans, Louisiana
● St. Louis, Missouri
● Colorado Springs / Pueblo / Denver, Colorado
● New York City, New York
● Dallas / Fort Worth, Texas
● Auburn / Tacoma / Burien / Seattle, Washington

 
A total of 432 students were anonymously tracked in the program:

● 251 elementary school students
● 181 middle school students
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Characterizing Absenteeism Risk

The pretest period offered an opportunity to record attendance patterns and characterize students 
in terms of their level of risk for absenteeism; in this regard, the concept of “risk” was utilized as 
representing their projected trajectory for the entire school year based on the first half of the 
school year. This is an especially useful framework as some programs designed to reduce 
absenteeism may need to be implemented during a school year in order to reverse immediate 
troubling trends in attendance.
 
As this phase of the proof-of-concept study initiated in 2016, the characterization of risk for 
chronic absenteeism – missing 15 or more days of school a year – was rooted in the definition 
that was employed in the U.S. Department of Education’s 2015-16 Civil Rights Data Collection [16] 
which yielded the most definite national surveillance to date. Similarly, an acceptable level of 
absenteeism risk was defined by authoritative suggestions that missing less than 5 days of 
school a year provides an optimal goal for students [17]. A third category of problematic risk 
was defined as the interval between the acceptable and chronic risk categories, namely missing 
between 5 and 14 days of school a year. The problematic risk category was included because 
absenteeism beyond the accepted rate, yet below the definition of chronic absenteeism, also 
impacts student progress and achievement [18]. These categories of absenteeism risk were 
represented as monthly averages as computed during the pretest (5 months) and posttest (5 
months) period as follows:

● Chronic Absenteeism Risk: 1.5+ absences per month
● Problematic Absenteeism Risk: .5-1.4 absences per month
● Acceptable Absenteeism Risk: < .5 absences per month

 
School personnel identified students at the beginning of the school year based on their 
perceptions of need for clean clothes and concerns about absenteeism. The program then 
anonymously tracked students in the pretest and posttest periods, and as such, students could 
fall into any of the three categories in the pretest period, and would then be observed in the 
posttest period, allowing for a comparative look at attendance patterns before and after 
implementation of the program.
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Key Findings from the Care CountsTM  Laundry Program by Whirlpool
Full Sample
A first pass through the data focused on the full sample of 432 students, including both 
elementary and middle school students. The breakdown of number of students by absenteeism 
risk, during the pretest period, was as follows:
 
Acceptable             Problematic          Chronic
102 (23.6%)             127 (29.4%)           203 (47.0%)
 
Given this breakdown, the focus was to observe attendance patterns for students at problematic 
and chronic risk during the posttest period (as these are the students whose absenteeism patterns 
would require intervention of some type in order to strive for optimal attendance). Three metrics 
were utilized: determining the percentage of students who showed an increase in attendance 
posttest; calculating the attendance gain for students who increased attendance; and examining 
changes in absenteeism risk level for students who were observed to have attendance gains 
posttest.
 
The percentage of students who showed an increase in attendance during the posttest period 
was calculated based on risk status:

● 48.8% (62/127) of the students in the problematic risk category had increased attendance
● 70.0% (142/203) of the students in the chronic risk category had increased attendance

 
For the students who increased attendance, pretest and posttest absenteeism was compared by 
computing the difference in average number of days per month absent (as described above); 
this metric was represented in terms of attendance gain and projected out to a full school year for 
illustrative purposes:

● Students at problematic risk had an average increase of .46 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 4.6 days per year

● Students at chronic risk had an average increase of 1.40 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 14.0 days per year

 
An additional computation focused on the subset of students who increased attendance and 
determined the percentage of those students who lowered their risk status category. For those at 
problematic risk, this would mean being in the acceptable risk category during the posttest period; 
for students in the chronic risk category, this would mean being in either the problematic or 
acceptable risk category during the posttest period:

● 66.1% (41/62) of students at problematic risk who increased attendance were at acceptable 
risk posttest

● 50.0% (71/142) of students at chronic risk who increased attendance were at either 
problematic risk (17/71) or acceptable risk (54/71) posttest
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Elementary School Students
The sequence of analyses presented above was repeated for the subsample of 251 elementary 
school students.
 
The breakdown of number of students by absenteeism risk, during the pretest period, was as 
follows:
 
Acceptable           Problematic          Chronic
57 (22.7%)              68 (27.1%)            126 (50.2%)
 
The percentage of students who showed an increase in attendance during the posttest period 
was calculated based on risk status:

● 50.0% (34/68) of the students in the problematic risk category had increased attendance
● 79.4% (100/126) of the students in the chronic risk category had increased attendance

 
With respect to attendance gain, the computations were as follows:

● Students at problematic risk had an average increase of .46 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 4.6 days per year

● Students at chronic risk had an average increase of 1.52 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 15.2 days per year

 
The percentage of those students who lowered their risk status category was as follows:

● 70.6% (24/34) of students at problematic risk who increased their attendance were at 
acceptable risk posttest

● 49.9% (49/100) of students at chronic risk who increased their attendance were at either 
problematic risk (13/49) or acceptable risk (36/49) posttest

 
Middle School Students
The sequence of analyses presented above was also repeated for the subsample of 181 middle 
school students.
 
The breakdown of number of students by absenteeism risk, during the pretest period, was as 
follows:
 
Acceptable          Problematic         Chronic
45 (24.9%)            59 (32.6%)            77 (42.5%)
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The percentage of students who showed an increase in attendance during the posttest period 
was calculated based on risk status:

● 47.5% (28/59) of the students in the problematic risk category had increased attendance
● 54.5% (42/77) of the students in the chronic risk category had increased attendance

 
With respect to attendance gain, the computations were as follows:

● Students at problematic risk had an average increase of .46 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 4.6 days per year

● Students at chronic risk had an average increase of 1.11 days per month, which would 
compute to an increase of 11.1 days per year

 
The percentage of those students who lowered their risk status category was as follows:

● 60.7% (17/28) of students at problematic risk who increased their attendance were at 
acceptable risk posttest

● 52.4% (22/42) of students at chronic risk who increased their attendance were at either 
problematic risk (4/22) or acceptable risk (18/22) posttest

     

Conclusions and Next Steps
The premise of the Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool is that lack of access to clean 
clothes is a barrier to attending school that can be modified by installing washers and dryers in 
school. The work is grounded in academic theory on potential risk factors for absenteeism, 
perceptions of school personnel, and current research and data on absenteeism in our nation’s 
schools.
 
The proof-of-concept approach was taken to provide an initial exploration of the program, both in 
terms of feasibility and potential for impacting attendance for students in need of clean clothes 
and at risk for troubling levels of absenteeism. As such, all participating students in the program 
received laundry services in the school; it was deemed premature to utilize a control group and 
include randomized assignments. This provided a first, careful exploration of the premise and 
promise of the Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool.
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Conclusions

To that end, the following conclusions are offered:
● The Care CountsTM  laundry program by Whirlpool is feasible, having now been successfully studied 

in 43 schools across the country over a three-year period
● A majority of at-risk students showed positive changes in attendance posttest
● The change in attendance reflected meaningful increases during the posttest period, which would 

project to impactful decreases in absences across a school year
● A majority of students reduced their level of absenteeism risk posttest, suggesting a particularly 

impactful attendance gain
● Notable improvements in attendance were observed posttest for students at risk for chronic 

absenteeism, as well as students at risk for problematic absenteeism
● Elementary school students had particularly high levels of change observed posttest; middle school 

students also showed increased attendance during the posttest period
 
This proof-of-concept study [19] provides clear evidence that modifying an identified primary influence for 
specific students – in this case lack of access to clean clothes – can be effective and holds promise for 
reducing absenteeism. While such students will have other challenges that impact their likelihood of 
attending school, reducing absenteeism at the levels reported here would provide a solid foundation for 
helping particular students attend school more frequently and at more acceptable levels. Indeed, given the 
complexity of absenteeism, the attendance increase observed in this initial work – both in terms of 
number of students impacted, and level of change observed - is certainly noteworthy from the 
educational perspective. It is also reasonable to posit that a significant number of students in the country 
could profit from this program, and there is growing awareness nationally about the negative impact that 
lack of access to clean clothes can have on attendance and the promise of addressing that concern [20].
 
It is critical to acknowledge the efforts of the educators along with the involvement of the students and their 
parents in the Care CountsTM laundry program by Whirlpool. While school personnel reported participation 
to be rewarding, their dedication is a critical element that fosters the success of the program. Indeed, with a 
supportive group of educators, the use of washers and dryers in schools would be a step forward towards 
the goal of reducing absenteeism. Although hard data were not collected, it is posited that parental 
involvement carries additional benefits in terms of promoting a closer connection between families and 
schools. Finally, qualitative reports offered by students suggest that they had positive experiences 
throughout the program.
 
It is also important to emphasize that attendance gain was observed in both elementary and middle school 
students. Elementary students, particularly those at risk for chronic absenteeism, were observed to show 
especially robust gains in attendance posttest. Given the importance of the first few years of primary 
education in laying the foundation for academic readiness, the initial findings reported here suggest 
tracking further efforts during the early school years holds particular promise. That said, while absenteeism 
may be more ingrained in middle school students and hence harder to modify, the initial results do suggest 
impact for older students as well at levels that warrant attention.
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Next Steps for the Care CountsTM  Laundry Program by Whirlpool

Further proof-of-concept work is clearly warranted given the positive findings to date. Two issues stand out 
as Whirlpool brand plans next steps for the Care CountsTM laundry program.
 
First, the ultimate goal of reducing absenteeism is to improve academic readiness and growth. This would 
be achieved by the sheer physical presence (e.g., not missing class work and falling behind), but also 
improving student engagement in the classroom. The Care CountsTM  laundry program by Whirlpool 
anticipates addressing these issues in a future project paper.
 
Second, the proof-of-concept assessment followed students over the course of one school year. While the 
program’s goal was to reduce the barrier of lack of access to clean clothes during this time frame, it is 
assumed that many of the students would continue to benefit from the program over time. As such, the 
Care CountsTM  laundry program will design and conduct a longitudinal proof-of-concept study in the 
coming years to explore potential longer-term benefits, both in terms of attendance gain, and improvement 
in academic readiness.
 
Such additional efforts may help further our understanding of how students who lack access to clean 
clothes can be supported in the school environment by a carefully designed and implemented laundry 
program, and in the process minimize risk for absenteeism and further their educational progress.
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