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Editorial on the Research Topic

School Attendance and Problematic School Absenteeism in Youth

Children who attend school regularly, and adolescents who complete high school, are more likely
to experience better quality of life and achieve greater success at social, academic, occupational, and
other aspects of functioning during their lifespan than youth who receive little education. School
attendance is thus a key foundational competency for young people. Youth who do not attend
school on a regular basis, or who prematurely leave school before graduation, are also at risk for
myriad economic and related drawbacks in adulthood.

School attendance, absenteeism, and related constructs such as truancy and school dropout have
been studied historically by professionals in many disciplines that include education, psychology,
social work, medicine, nursing, sociology, and criminal justice, among others. These professionals
have assembled a rich, if sometimes disparate, set of research findings on this population, as well
as assessment and intervention strategies. The field continues to evolve toward common theories,
constructs, and strategies to encompass all youth with school attendance problems.

School attendance and problematic school absenteeism are important areas of study particularly
in education as well as clinical and health psychology. These constructs are important in education
due to linkage to lower academic performance and achievement, lower reading and mathematics
test scores, fewer literacy skills, grade retention, and dropout. These constructs are also important
in clinical and health psychology due to linkage to psychiatric disorders (particularly anxiety
and depression), social isolation, internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, involvement
with the juvenile justice system, and long-term issues in adulthood that include psychiatric,
occupational, and marital problems as well as economic deprivation. Indeed, school absenteeism
and school dropout are often considered critical public health issues.

The primary goal of this Research Topic was to disseminate state-of-the-art theory and
research and empirically supported practices relevant to mental health, school-based, and other
professionals worldwide who address youth with school attendance problems. A secondary goal
of this Research Topic was to enhance consensus among varied professionals regarding definition,
classification, etiology, assessment, and intervention for school attendance problems that can be
useful worldwide and that can serve as a foundation for future research and clinical work in this
area. As such, multidisciplinary articles that can help bridge gaps in understanding and addressing
this important population, and that have particular relevance to school districts, populate this
special series.

Several articles in the Research Topic focus on issues regarding definition and classification of
school attendance problems. Kearney et al. (a) and Kearney et al. (b) provide a review and critique
of categorical and dimensional approaches to defining and conceptualizing school attendance

5
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problems with an eye toward reconciling these approaches. The
researchers provide a roadmap for possible future avenues with
respect to early warning systems, preventative and intervention
strategies, and adaptations to future changes in education and
technology, among other domains. The authors also provide
a first glimpse of a multidimensional multi-tiered system
of supports pyramid model as a potential mechanism for
reconciliation in this complex and fragmented field.

Other articles in the Research Topic also outline particular
challenges to, and suggestions for, defining and conceptualizing
school attendance problems. Keppens et al. report a weak
association between self-reported unauthorized school
absenteeism and registered unauthorized school absenteeism,
particularly for certain demographic, academic, and family
groups in Flanders. The researchers note that reliable and valid
identification and detection systems for school attendance
problems must properly account for mismatches in data sources.
Gentle-Genitty et al. recommend a change in how we frame
student absenteeism to better leverage attendance data toward
proactive student support. Many students are disproportionately
affected and harmed by school absenteeism policies that are
not effective. Instead, attendance-focused tracking and skills
building can improve teacher engagement and foster a positive
school environment to convey to students that their attendance
is valued. Birioukov-Brant and Brant-Birioukov provide
detailed feedback from Canadian educators about their personal
challenges with respect to balancing exceptional circumstances
(abuse, poverty, violence, mental health problems) faced by
many of their students vis-à-vis rigid school attendance policies.
Staff members see how attendance policies marginalize their
students and are thus unwilling to fully comply with these
mandates, often forming their own de facto policies. The study
illustrates further the pitfalls of a one-size-fits-all approach to
school attendance problems.

Several articles in the Research Topic also focus on
contextual and risk factors that contribute to the emergence of
school attendance problems. Contextual risk factors for school
attendance problems are sometimes categorized across youth,
parent, family, peer, school, and broader community domains.
Several of these domains are represented throughout this special
series and help advance the field by providing particularly
nuanced findings.

Within the youth domain, Askeland et al. expand on the
well-established relationship between depression and school
attendance problems by examining these issues along a
continuum, based on a large sample of Norwegian adolescents.
The researchers find that symptoms of depression were evident
even at low levels of school absences and that the relationship
between depressive symptoms and school absences was partially
mediated by sleep duration. These findings have important
implications for preventative or Tier 1 strategies for this
population. In addition, Fornander and Kearney (a) investigate
internalizing symptoms in American youth across various
absenteeism severity levels using ensemble and classification
and regression tree analysis. Lack of enjoyment at school, a
key depressive symptom, was predictive of several levels of
absenteeism, and worry and fatigue were more evident across

less severe and more severe absenteeism severity levels. These
findings also have ramifications for universal and early screening
for youth with potential school attendance problems.

Several articles in the Research Topic focus as well on
parent and family variables that impact school attendance
problems. Fornander and Kearney (b) examine family
environment variables for American youth across different
levels of absenteeism severity. Higher levels of absenteeism
were more closely related to lower achievement orientation,
active-recreational orientation, cohesion, and expressiveness.
Interestingly, family conflict was elevated at 5% absenteeism but
lower at 10% absenteeism, suggesting that some families may
eventually become frustrated and disengaged from attempting
to solve a child’s school attendance problem. Gausel and
Bourguignon also look at perceived family anger with respect to
Norwegian students dropping out of school. The authors find
that former students expect their family members to be angrier
at them for leaving vocational education than general education.
Family members may be especially upset about the possibility
of the student being ill-prepared for an increasingly competitive
labor market. Wang et al. delve even deeper into the nuances
of parenting and family environment among Chinese families,
finding intricate patterns related to school engagement, a key
predictor of absenteeism. Maternal and paternal behaviors had
an interactive effect; dual emotional warmth and behavioral
guidance were related to stronger school engagement and dual
harsh discipline was related to weaker school engagement.
Student motivation toward mastery of academic material
mediated these relationships. The researchers note that parents
in China often deliberately convey different attitudes to their
offspring but that a more positive and collaborative parenting
approach may be best.

Other contextual risk factors for school attendance problems
include peer-oriented variables. Delgado et al. examine
cyberbullying profiles across maintaining variables of school
attendance problems in Spanish adolescents, finding that
anxiety-based variables were related to enhanced victimization,
aggression, aggression-victimization, and observation behaviors.
Bullying is closely related to school attendance problems and this
study advances the field by extending results to the virtual world
and by illustrating the need for expanded prevention efforts. In
addition, Gonzálvez et al. evaluate the psychometric qualities
of the Spanish version of the Child and Adolescent Social
Adaptive Functioning Scale. Social functioning was found to be
a protective factor against anxiety-based school refusal behaviors
but not for pursuing tangible reinforcements outside the school
setting. Both studies support the need to better understand peer
influences on school attendance problems, an under researched
domain in this population.

School-related factors are also examined in some articles
in the Research Topic. Filippello et al. examine Italian
student satisfaction and frustration at school vis-à-vis perceived
teacher support. Student satisfaction was positively predicted
by perceived teacher support and negatively predicted by
perceived teacher psychological control, and student frustration
was positively predicted by teacher perceived psychological
control. These effects had impacts on student absences as well.
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The researchers note the importance of advocating supportive
teaching practices such as paying attention to student needs
and modifying dysfunctional instructional styles. Seçer and Ulaş
find in Turkish students that academic resilience mediates a
relationship between anxiety sensitivity and school attachment
and partially mediates a relationship between social and adaptive
functioning and school absenteeism and attachment. The
researchers note the protective aspect of academic resilience and
advocate for broadening holistic and causal models for school
attachment and problematic school absenteeism.

Several articles in the Research Topic also focus on broader
community issues, most notably those related to migrant and
immigration status. Rosenthal et al. interview 11 parents of
teenagers with school attendance problems in Paris and find
that many confront systemic challenges following migration.
These challenges include mistrust and disappointment in the
inequalities and racism evident in schools and healthcare
systems. These broader challenges affect family abilities to engage
in cultural blending and cause parents to rethink their views of
parenthood. Martin et al. likewise interview school personnel to
illustrate the challenges of assimilating students of transcultural
backgrounds into schools with a French universalist ideology.
The researchers note some successes as school personnel navigate
these challenges but also advocate for developing transcultural
training for professionals working with students with such
backgrounds who have school attendance problems.

Residential mobility is another broader community variable
closely related to school attendance problems. Green et al. report
that more than one-third of students in their American sample
moved at least once in the past year. A greater number of moves
led to less school connectedness and perceived academic ability
as well as to more violence and harassment as a victim and as a
perpetrator. The researchers note the value of strategies that can
identify and support students who move at a young age in order
to prevent student disengagement and promote attendance and
academic success early in their life trajectory. Haugan and Myhr
examine Norwegian adolescents and their families along four
main groups that intersect poorly educated and well-educated
families and non-intact and intact families. Students that did
not complete secondary education were more likely to have
a greater number of residential changes, but this effect was
particularly evident among poorly educated, intact families and
especially among poorly educated families per se. The researchers
advocate for efforts to improve intergenerational educational
mobility to promote stable and sustainable life situations for
vulnerable families.

Several articles in the Research Topic also focus on
intervention aspects for youth with school attendance problems.
Maeda andHeyne report on a rapid return to school approach for
Japanese youth with attendance problems that is implemented
by school staff members. A significant percentage (72%) of
intervention cases were classified as treatment responders and
89% of these cases demonstrated a return to school in 1 week.

The researchers note the cost-effectiveness of this approach
and the fact that it can bypass a student who is resistant
to traditional clinical care. They also discuss the indications
and contra-indications for using the approach. Lomholt et al.
report on a feasibility study for Back2School, a manual-
based, modular transdiagnostic cognitive behavioral intervention
used with Danish youth with school attendance problems.
This intervention is designed to address a wide array of
behavioral issues in addition to school attendance problems.
Initial outcomes of the feasibility study revealed a significant
increase in school attendance and decrease in psychological
symptoms, as well as a significant increase in youth and parent
self-efficacy. Subsequent adaptations included greater school
consultation, broader recruitment methods, and an increase in
staffing by psychologists because of the time required to deliver
the intervention. Heyne et al. provide a review of constructs
measured following intervention for school refusal to inform
guidelines for outcome measurement in future treatment studies.
Many studies in this area have focused heavily on attendance as
well as measures of emotional and behavioral symptoms, global
functioning, self-efficacy, and diagnosis, among other aspects.
The researchers provide guidelines for direction in this area that
include accurate school attendance data, measures with strong
psychometric properties, comparable measures across studies,
uniform time-points for assessment, consistent outcome criteria,
and multiple stakeholders that report on outcome intervention.

We are deeply grateful to all of the researchers and authors
that contributed to this Research Topic. We are particularly
delighted by diverse representation from so many different
countries. The articles illustrate the substantial complexity of
this population and the intense challenges faced by those who
try to solve school attendance problems. The articles further
demonstrate the need for input from multiple perspectives,
disciplines, agencies, and parties to address the wide array of
contextual risk factors endemic to school absenteeism. We hope
this series of articles serves as a springboard for enhanced
definition, classification, etiologic, assessment, and intervention
frameworks for this critical public health issue.
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School refusal (SR) is a complex problem that may be caused by different risk
factors such as individual and contextual factors (Kearney, 2007; Maynard et al.,
2018; Heyne et al., 2019). These mechanisms can be described in the context of
self-determination theory (SDT). For these reasons, the purpose of the present study
is investigate the relationship between teacher perceived psychological control and
support, psychological basic needs, SR behavior, and academic achievement, on
adolescent sample. It is hypothesized that teacher perceived psychological control
and autonomy support play a role on need frustration and need satisfaction; in turn,
need satisfaction could reduce while need frustration could promote SR behavior and
number of absences. Finally, SR behavior and number of absences could reduce
academic achievement. 263 students (196 females, 67 males) with an average age of
16.14 (SD = 1.35; range 13–20 years). SEM analyses with observed variables have
shown that the final model fit well the data, χ2(8) = 16.34, p = 0.04, CFI = 0.96,
SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.06 (0.01; 0.10), showing the following significant
path: need satisfaction was positively predicted by perceived teacher support and
negatively predicted by teacher perceived psychological control; need frustration was
positively predicted by teacher perceived psychological control; number of absences
was negatively predicted by need satisfaction; SR was positively predicted by need
frustration; school achievement was negatively predicted by SR and number of
absences. These results have several implications for the school context and the
deepening of the construct of SR and absenteeism.

Keywords: school refusal, self-determination theory, psychological basic needs, absenteeism, teacher perceived
psychological control, perceived teacher support

INTRODUCTION

In accordance with the Functional Model of School Refusal Behavior (Kearney, 2008; Kearney and
Spear, 2014), school refusal (SR) can be defined as a school attendance problem that manifests in
various ways, such as: not attending school for a long time; not staying in class all the time; arriving
late to school; and students attending school only because they are forced to by their parents
(Kearney and Albano, 2010). SR differs from other school attendance problems (e.g., truancy,
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school withdrawal, or school exclusion) due to some of its
specific characteristics: (a) students show reluctance to attend
school and resistive behavior when parents try to get them to
attend; (b) students stay at home when not attending school,
and the parents know about it; (c) school causes these students
emotional distress, such as somatic complaints and anxiety; and
(d) students do not exhibit antisocial behavior (Heyne et al., 2019;
Ingul et al., 2019).

The Functional Model of School Refusal Behavior describes
four main reasons why children develop SR (Kearney, 2008;
Kearney and Spear, 2014): (a) to avoid general school-related
distress caused by known or unknown factors (i.e., school is
where they experience feelings of rejection or shame); (b) to
escape from adverse social situations and/or the school evaluation
system (i.e., unstructured circumstances, group work, writing on
the board); (c) to draw the attention of parents (i.e., children
have non-compliance, escape, or physical symptoms that occur
at home to avoid separation); and (d) to obtain gratification out
of school. In this last case, the refusal relates specifically to the
possibility of continuing pleasant experiences perceived as more
rewarding than attending school, such as watching television or
hanging out with friends.

In the study of SR, one must take into account individual and
contextual factors, and self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci
and Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010; Ryan and Deci,
2017) proves useful for analyzing the interaction of these factors.
In accordance with SDT, the individual’s effective functioning
depends on the satisfaction of three fundamental psychological
needs – autonomy, relatedness, and competence – and SDT
contends that the interpersonal context plays a fundamental
role in satisfying these needs. The interpersonal context can be
defined as either controlling or supportive depending on whether
it contributes to the satisfaction or, conversely, to the frustration
of psychological needs (Vansteenkiste et al., 2010; Ryan and Deci,
2017; Costa et al., 2019). For example, support from significant
adults (parents and teachers) is essential for the satisfaction of
basic psychological needs; conversely, harsh educational practices
may thwart these needs (Costa et al., 2016; Ryan and Deci, 2017;
Filippello et al., in press).

An undoubtedly dysfunctional educational practice is
psychological control, which involves intrusive practices
that rely on the manipulation of youths’ psychological
and emotional states (Soenens and Vansteenkiste, 2010).
Psychological control is considered a destructive form of control,
rendering young people vulnerable to ill-being (Barber, 1996;
Rogers et al., 2003).

Despite literature demonstrating that all types of psychological
control (whether by parents or teachers) are positively associated
with school maladjustment and underachievement (Filippello
et al., 2015, 2018a), teacher control seems to play a more
significant role in the development of feelings of incompetence,
helplessness, and frustration in attempting school tasks
(Filippello et al., 2014, 2017; Sorrenti et al., 2018).

Psychologically controlling teachers adopt covert behaviors
(e.g., the induction of guilt, limiting overt verbal expression,
hindering the critical and independent views of the students,
exhibiting disapproval, or ignoring students who do not reach or
do not behave according to their standards) to manipulate their

students and ensure compliance with their directives (Soenens
et al., 2012; Filippello et al., 2019). In accordance with SDT,
teachers’ psychological control can hinder the satisfaction of
psychological needs, encouraging an external locus of motivation
rather than intrinsic motivation (Reeve et al., 2004; Reeve
and Jang, 2006; Filippello et al., 2019). Psychological teaching
control produces, in fact, a learning context characterized
by control, obligation, and coercion, eliciting in the students
shame, guilt, anxiety (Soenens et al., 2012), insecurity, and
fear of failure (Ryan et al., 1992; Filippello et al., 2017).
Several studies have found that the negative emotions arising
from perceived controlling teaching related, in turn, to low
school engagement, less use of learning strategies, and lower
grades (Assor et al., 2005; Reeve, 2009; Soenens et al., 2012;
Filippello et al., 2017).

On the contrary, teachers who create a supportive learning
environment pay attention to their students’ points of view
and needs, encourage conversation, and make use of praise as
informational feedback, encouragement, and hints on ways to
improve. These methods favor higher levels of interest, intrinsic
motivation, the formation of an internal locus of control,
self-efficacy, and commitment among the students, because they
support the self-realization of students’ goals (Ryan et al., 1992;
Reeve et al., 2004; Reeve and Jang, 2006; Filippello et al., 2019).

The literature shows that supportive student–teacher
relationships can play a protective role, thus alleviating the
onset of stress in young people (Murberg and Bru, 2009).
Conversely, problematic student–teacher relationships could
promote stress, depression (Fiorilli et al., 2019) and negative
emotions toward school, resulting in feelings of frustration and
helplessness (Sorrenti et al., 2015a,b). Therefore, these negative
relationships and related consequences could also represent
a risk factor for SR (Ingul et al., 2019). However, although
several studies have identified a relationship between SR and a
lack of teacher support, fear of the teacher (Havik et al., 2015),
and conflict with teachers (Baker and Bishop, 2015), the link
between SR and the perceived exertion of psychological control
by teachers has not been investigated sufficiently. The literature
shows that teachers’ psychological controlling behavior usually
rewards students who satisfy their high expectations and achieve
excellent results (Filippello et al., 2017). Therefore, such behavior
can induce a sense of guilt and shame in students who fail to
achieve high standards, a situation that could frustrate the three
basic psychological needs and create a sense of helplessness
in the students. Consequently, school could become a source
of frustration, and lead students to avoidance behavior and to
the onset of SR. Therefore, it would be suitable to implement
studies to verify whether the teacher perceived psychological
control, frustrating the basic psychological needs, can favor SR.
Indeed, it has been observed that teacher perceived psychological
control, through the mediating role of other variables (e.g.,
helplessness) is a predictor of academic underachievement
(Filippello et al., 2019).

Most students with SR do not attend school, and the increase
in absences has an effect on learning and academic achievement
(Heyne et al., 2019; Ingul et al., 2019). Many studies have
shown the link between SR and poor academic performance
(Barry et al., 2010; Yahaya et al., 2010; Thornton et al., 2013).
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Furthermore, students with SR are more frequently exposed to
the risk of presenting external behavioral problems or emotional
maladjustments (Maynard et al., 2012; Nelemans et al., 2014). The
early identification of individuals with SR is very important for
the prevention of the negative consequences of SR behaviors, such
as dropping out of school (Gonzálvez et al., 2018).

The Present Study
The studies mentioned above demonstrate that teachers’
psychological control could contribute to the development of
SR. However, although the literature has shown that the lack of
support from teachers is a risk factor in SR development (Havik
et al., 2015), there is a dearth of research on the mediating role
of the student’s perception of teacher psychological control in SR,
and its relationship with academic achievement.

For these reasons, the purpose of the present study is to
investigate the mediating role of need satisfaction and need
frustration at school in the relationship between student’s
perception of teacher control and teacher support, SR behavior
(as global score and four functional conditions: Avoidance,
Escape, Attention-seeking, and Gratification), number of
absences, and the impact on academic achievement in an
adolescent sample. It is hypothesized that student’s perception
of teacher control and teacher support play a role in need
frustration and need satisfaction; need satisfaction could
decrease SR behavior (both the global score and the single
conditions), while need frustration could promote it, and
increase absences. Furthermore, SR behavior and the number
of absences could reduce academic achievement. Finally, it was
hypothesized the mediation role of need satisfaction and need
frustration in the association between the student’s perception
of teacher control/support and SR behavior/number of absence
and, also the mediation role of need satisfaction/frustration
and SR behavior/number of absence in the association between
the student’s perception of teacher control/support and
academic achievement.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The sample consisted of 263 students – 196 females (74.5%) and
67 males (25.5%) – with an average age of 16.14 (SD = 1.35; range
13–20 years). Participants were selected from a high school in
Messina with various orientations of study (linguistic, scientific,
classical, artistic, social sciences), Sicily (Italy), through a random
sampling procedure. 95.4% of the students were Italian, and all
were Italian speaking. Furthermore, 15.2% of the students had
low socioeconomic status (SES) (one or both parents held a lower
secondary education diploma), 43.7% had medium SES (one or
both parents held a high school diploma), and 41.1% had high
SES (one or both parents held a university degree).

Instruments
In this study, some of the scales employed have been
adapted in Italian. According to the recommendations of
the International Test Commission (Hambleton, 2001), the

Italian versions of the Teacher as Social Context Questionnaire,
Psychological Control Teaching Scale–Student Report and The
Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale for the
school context were adapted using the back-translation method.
The questionnaires were adapted from English to Italian by
three independent translators, expert in the SDT. Each translator
translated the measures from English to Italian and successively
they discussed all the discrepancies identified until finding a
satisfactory solution. This procedure from Italian to English
proved to be identical in content with the three questionnaires
original versions.

The Demographic Questionnaire was administered
to collect basic demographic information from the
participants, including age, gender, national origin, educational
level/academic class, and SES.

An adapted version of the Teacher as Social Context
Questionnaire (TASCQ; Belmont et al., 1988) was used to assess
students’ perceived need of teacher support. We used the five
positively worded items from the TASCQ on autonomy support
(e.g., “My teacher gives me a lot of choices about how I do my
schoolwork”). Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Scale scores were computed as the means of the items. The
reliability and validity of this scale have been documented in
several countries (Aelterman et al., 2014; Haerens et al., 2015).

The Psychological Control Teaching Scale–Student Report
(PCTS–SR; Soenens et al., 2012) was used to evaluate the student’s
perception of teacher psychological control. The scale consists
of seven items (e.g., “My teacher clearly shows that I have hurt
their feelings when I have failed to live up to their expectations”)
and the participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Scale
scores were computed as the means of the items. Soenens et al.
(2012) provided evidence for the validity of this scale, and the
reliability has been documented in different countries, including
Italy (Filippello et al., 2017, 2019).

An adapted version of The Basic Psychological Need
Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (BPNSFS; Costa et al.,
2018) for the school context was used in this study. It contains
24 items assessing the student’s perception of satisfaction (12
items; e.g., “I feel a sense of choice and freedom in the things I
undertake at school”) and frustration (12 items; e.g., “At school, I
feel forced to do many things I wouldn’t choose to do”) relating to
psychological needs in the school context. Participants responded
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to
5 (completely agree). For this study, the total average of the items
was computed to obtain two scores – Need Satisfaction at School
and Need Frustration at School. The reliability and validity of
BPNSFS have been documented in different countries (Chen
et al., 2015; Cordeiro et al., 2016; Liga et al., 2018).

The number of absences was based on the total number of
absences by the students during the school year in question (from
September to April).

The School Refusal Behavior Scale-Revised – SRAS (Kearney,
2007), specifically the Italian version by Rigante and Patrizi
(2007), was used to evaluate a student’s risk of SR behavior.
This consists of 24 items rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale
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ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). The scale measures
four functional dimensions: avoidance of negative affectivity-
provoking stimuli or situations related to a school setting (e.g.,
“How often do you have trouble going to school because you are
afraid of something in the school building, for example teacher,
school bus, etc.?”); escape from aversive, social, or evaluative
situations (e.g., “Do you have trouble speaking with the other kids
at school?”); attention-seeking behavior (e.g., “Do you often do
things to upset or annoy your family?”); and positive tangible
reinforcement/gratification (e.g., “Do you ever skip school because
it’s more fun to be out of school?”). For this study, scores for each
sub-scale were computed as the means of items and the SR total
score average was computed. The reliability and validity of this
scale have been documented in different countries (Rigante and
Patrizi, 2007; Kearney and Albano, 2010; Sorrenti et al., 2016;
Filippello et al., 2018b, 2019).

Academic Achievement
The data on academic achievement were provided by the
students based on the average scores earned on written
tests and oral questions across all subjects during the school
year in question.

Procedure
This study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of the Ethical Code of the Italian Association
of Psychology (AIP), with written informed consent from
all subjects. All subjects gave written informed consent in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki (2013). The protocol
was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Centre for Research
and Psychological Intervention (CERIP) of the University of
Messina (protocol number: 30465). Approval from the school
was requested and received to conduct the study. Furthermore,
all of the students were given informed consent to take part
in the research. Written informed consent was obtained from
the parents of all the participants in this study. Data collection
took place in April, 7 months after the start of the school year.
Participants completed all of the questionnaires in a single
session lasting 20–30 min. Academic achievement and number
of absences data were provided by students using online access to
the school register. Privacy and the anonymity of their answers
were guaranteed.

Data Analysis
RStudio with the lavaan package was used to carry out the
path analysis with maximum likelihood estimation and 5000
resample of bootstrapped estimates. Several indexes of fit were
examined: the Chi-square (χ2) value; the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI); Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) and
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with
its 90% confidence interval (CI) (for a description of these
indices, see Hair et al., 1998). Cut-off for a good model fit is
achieved when the CFI values is >0.90, the SRMR and the
RMSEA are <0.08 (Kline, 2015). IBM SPSS was used to conduct
descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha, and correlations for all
variables in the study.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics, Reliability, and
Correlation
Table 1 shows means, standard deviation, skewness, kurtosis,
Cronbach’s alpha values for all measures considerate in this
study. The descriptive analysis showed that all scales had good
scores for symmetry and kurtosis, and the reliability of the
measures was adequate. Mardia’s coefficients for multivariate
skew (b1p = 4.74) and kurtosis (b2p = 72.44) revealed that
the data departed significantly from multivariate normality and
to account for multivariate non-normality of the data, the
maximum likelihood estimation with bootstrapped resamples
approach was used. Correlations showed that the avoidance was
positively correlated with need frustration, teacher perceived
psychological control and number of absences, while it was
negatively related with need satisfaction and perceived teacher
support; escape was positively related with need frustration,
teacher perceived psychological control and number of absences,
while it was negatively correlated with need satisfaction and
academic achievement; attention-seeking was positively related
with need frustration and teacher perceived psychological
control, while it was negatively correlated with academic
achievement; gratification wasn’t related with any of the
variables considered.

Furthermore, correlational analysis showed that the SR
was positively related with need frustration, teacher perceived
psychological control, and number of absences, while it was
negatively correlated with need satisfaction, perceived teacher
support, and academic achievement.

Path Analyses
To investigate the mediating role of need satisfaction and
need frustration at school in the relationship between teacher
perceived psychological control and support, SR behavior (as
global score and for the four functional conditions: Avoidance,
Escape, Attention-seeking, and Gratification), number of
absences, and the impact on academic achievement, two path
analyses were employed. In the first path analyses the global score
of the SR behavior was used, while in the second path analyses
the four functional conditions: Avoidance, Escape, Attention-
seeking, and Gratification were used as conceptualization of the
SR behavior. In model 1 was tested a model using the following
paths: Need Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at
School predicted by Perceived Teacher Support and Teacher
Perceived Psychological Control; Number of Absences and SR
predicted by Need Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at
School; School Grades predicted by Number of Absences and SR.
Furthermore, in the hypothesized model, the following couples
of variables were allowed to correlate with each other: Perceived
Teacher Support and Teacher Perceived Psychological Control;
Need Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at School; and
Number of Absences and SR.

The results from the hypothesized model (Figure 1) showed
excellent fit indices, χ2(8) = 16.34, p = 0.04, CFI = 0.96,
SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.06 (0.01; 0.10), and indicated
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that need satisfaction was positively predicted by perceived
teacher support (b = 0.15, 95% CIs [0.05; 0.24], β = 0.21, p< 0.01)
and negatively predicted by teacher perceived psychological
control (b = −0.11, 95% CIs [−0.22; −0.01], β = −0.15, p< 0.05);
need frustration was positively predicted by teacher perceived
psychological control (b = 0.05, 95% CIs [0.03; 0.07], β = 0.31,
p < 0.01); number of absences was negatively predicted by need
satisfaction (b = −1.76, 95% CIs [−3.21; −0.21], β = −0.17,
p < 0.05); SR was positively predicted by need frustration
(b = 2.56, 95% CIs [1.67; 3.45], β = 0.40, p < 0.01); academic
achievement was negatively predicted by SR (b = 0.16, 95%
CIs [−0.29; −0.03], β = −0.15, p < 0.05) and number of
absences (b = −0.02, 95% CIs [−0.04; −0.01], β = −0.17,
p< 0.05). Notably, an examination of the indirect effects showed:
an indirect positive effect from teacher perceived psychological
control to academic achievement via the mediation effect of need
frustration at school and SR (b = 2.45, 95% CIs [1.57; 3.32],
β = 0.56, p < 0.01); an indirect negative effect from teacher
perceived psychological control to academic achievement via
the mediation effect of need satisfaction at school and number
of absences (b = −1.89, 95% CIs [−3.32; −0.29], β = −0.50,
p < 0.05); and an indirect negative effect from perceived teacher
support to academic achievement via the mediation effect of need
satisfaction at school and number of absences (b = −1.63, 95% CIs
[−3.03; −0.05], β = −0.13, p< 0.05).

In model 2 was tested a model using the following paths:
Need Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at School
predicted by Perceived Teacher Support and Teacher Perceived
Psychological Control; Number of Absences and Avoidance,
Escape, Attention-seeking, and Gratification predicted by Need
Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at School; Academic
Achievement predicted by Number of Absences and SR.
Furthermore, in the hypothesized model, the following couples
of variables were allowed to correlate with each other: Perceived
Teacher Support and Teacher Perceived Psychological Control;
Need Satisfaction at School and Need Frustration at School; and
Number of Absences and Avoidance, Escape, Attention-seeking,
and Gratification.

The results from the hypothesized model showed excellent fit
indices, χ2(14) = 39.32, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.05,
RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.08 (0.05; 0.01), and indicated that need
satisfaction was positively predicted by perceived teacher support
(b = 0.15, 95% CIs [0.05; 0.24], β = 0.21, p < 0.01) and
negatively predicted by teacher perceived psychological control
(b = −0.11, 95% CIs [−0.22; −0.01], β = −0.15, p < 0.05);
need frustration was positively predicted by teacher perceived
psychological control (b = 0.05, 95% CIs [0.03; 0.07], β = 0.31,
p < 0.01); avoidance was positively predicted by need frustration
(b = 4.17, 95% CIs [2.93; 5.37], β = 0.40, p < 0.001); escape
was positively predicted by need frustration (b = 3.49, 95%
CIs [2.27; 4.77], β = 0.41, p < 0.001); attention-seeking was
positively predicted by need frustration (b = 2.55, 95% CIs
[1.03; 4.08], β = 0.24, p < 0.01); number of absences was
negatively predicted by need satisfaction (b = −1.76, 95% CIs
[−3.22; −0.20], β = −0.17, p< 0.05); academic achievement was
negatively predicted by number of absences (b = −0.03, 95% CIs
[−0.04; −0.01], β = −0.18, p< 0.05). Furthermore, as regards the
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FIGURE 1 | Path diagram depicting the relationships between study variables.

indirect effects it has been shown: an indirect negative effect from
teacher perceived psychological control to academic achievement
via the mediation effect of need satisfaction at school and number
of absences (b = −1.89, 95% CIs [−3.39; −0.32], β = −0.50,
p < 0.05); and an indirect negative effect from perceived teacher
support to academic achievement via the mediation effect of need
satisfaction at school and number of absences (b = −1.64, 95% CIs
[−3.11; −0.08], β = −0.14, p< 0.05).

DISCUSSION

School refusal is a complex issue that can be determined by
different individual and contextual risk factors that interact
with each other; these act as predisposing, precipitating, and/or
perpetuating factors (Heyne et al., 2014; Maynard et al., 2018)
that could lead to a rapid decline in school adjustment and
achievement (Dembo et al., 2016; Gonzálvez et al., 2017, 2018).

For these reasons, the aim of this study was to investigate the
mediating role of need satisfaction and need frustration at school
in the relationship between teachers perceived psychological
control and support, SR behavior (as global score and the four
functional conditions: avoidance, escape, attention seeking, and
gratification), number of absences, and the impact on academic
achievement in a sample of adolescent students. Specifically, the
investigation focused on whether teacher perceived psychological
control and perceived teachers support contributes to the
satisfaction or frustration of psychological needs at school, and
subsequently predicts SR behavior (as global score and the
four functional conditions: avoidance, escape, attention seeking
and gratification), number of absences, and ultimately academic
achievement. To achieve this goal, two models were tested. In
model 1, together with the variables mentioned above, SR total
score was considered, while, in model 2 the four functional
conditions of SR were considered.

The results of model 1 confirmed the role of need
frustration at school as a mediator between SR and teacher
perceived psychological control. This suggests that the teacher
perceived psychological control has a significant influence on
the frustration of psychological needs at school and, therefore, is
associated with increased SR behavior. According to SDT (Ryan
and Deci, 2017), when the teacher adopts a control behavior

(e.g., induction of guilt, exhibiting disapproval, or ignoring
students who do not reach their standards) the students may
experience a sense of external or self-imposed control, doubt their
ability, feel excluded from the school context, and experience
shame, guilt, and anxiety (Soenens et al., 2012). Consequently,
students can seek to avoid general school-related distress, escape
from adverse social situations, or look for gratification outside the
school (Kearney, 2008; Kearney and Spear, 2014). Furthermore,
this study showed the mediating role of need satisfaction
between teacher perceived psychological control and number
of absences and academic achievement. This indicates that
teachers’ manipulation of their students to ensure compliance
with their directives (Soenens et al., 2012; Cheon and Reeve,
2015) hinders the satisfaction of students’ basic psychological
needs at school, which in turn has a negative influence on
school involvement (increasing the number of absences) and on
academic achievement, consistent with previous studies (Niemiec
and Ryan, 2009; Soenens et al., 2012; Cheon and Reeve, 2015).
Another result to emerge from this study was the role of
satisfaction at school as a mediator between number of absences
and perceived teacher support. This result, again consistent with
other studies (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Yu et al., 2015; Malu
and Reddy, 2016; Molinari and Mameli, 2018), suggests that
when teachers pay attention to their students’ point of view, they
support their need to feel free to choose, be competent, and
be connected with others, thus increasing their involvement at
school and reducing the number of absences.

The results of model 2 showed the same direct effects as model
1 from teacher perceived psychological control and perceived
teacher support to need frustration and need satisfaction.
Furthermore, a direct effect was shown from need frustration
to avoidance, escape and attention-seeking but the latter did
not show any significant effect on the number of absences
and academic achievement. Finally, this model did not confirm
the role of need frustration at school and need satisfaction
as a mediator between avoidance, escape, attention-seeking,
gratification and teacher perceived psychological control and
perceived teacher support. Instead, the role of satisfaction at
school as a mediator between number of absences and perceived
teacher support and role of need satisfaction between teacher
perceived psychological control and number of absences and
academic achievement were significant. Probably this could due
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to the fact that SR is a multidimensional process that refers to
different aspects that, if taken individually, may not necessarily
result in a reduction in academic achievement, but instead
integrated together can adequately represent the complexity of
the SR and therefore highlight this relationship.

Overall, the results of this study are consistent with SDT
(Ryan and Deci, 2017) that asserts that an individual’s effective
functioning depends on the satisfaction of basic psychological
needs, which in turn are influenced by the interpersonal
context. Moreover, this is the first study to investigate the
relationship between teacher perceived psychological control and
support, need satisfaction and need frustration at school, and
SR behavior from the perspective of SDT. The findings provide
an important contribution to the literature on SR behavior
by suggesting that a school environment that cannot support
students’ basic psychological needs can be a risk factor for
SR development and poor academic achievement. Moreover,
it has been shown that a supportive context can promote the
satisfaction of basic psychological needs and have an influence
on the number of absences.

This study has some limitations. First, the direction of the
effects hypothesized in our model cannot be tested, due to
the use of self-reports measures. Although the evaluation and
interpretation of events play an important role in the functional
and dysfunctional behaviors of individuals, the only use of
students “self-assessment on the support of teachers” autonomy
and the psychological control of teachers could be considered a
limitation of the study. Indeed, student responses may have been
more influenced by their interpretative bias than by the actual
behavior of teachers. Therefore, future studies should include
different measurement and evaluation methods to verify the
correspondence between the interpretation of a behavior and
actual behavior.

A further limitation is that the sample is small size and consists
only of high school students, thus preventing the generalization
of the results. Future research should include a sample of children
from middle and elementary schools.

Despite these limitations, the results have important practical
implications in the school context. It is clear that it is
possible to implement teacher training aimed at modifying the
intrusive practices that rely on the manipulation of youths’
psychological and emotional states (Barber, 1996; Soenens
and Vansteenkiste, 2010) by advocating supportive practices

that involve paying attention to students’ needs, encouraging
conversation, and providing suggestions on ways to improve
(Reeve et al., 2004; Reeve and Jang, 2006; Yu et al., 2015).
Increasing teachers’ awareness of their style of teaching and
modifying dysfunctional attitudes could have repercussions for
the classroom climate, favoring a context in which students feel
autonomous, competent, and connected with others. This, in
turn, can reduce the emergence of dysfunctional behaviors such
as SR and increase academic achievement.

Future research lines could examine whether other sources
of support (e.g., parents and peers) can hinder the negative
effects of intrusive teacher practices. Indeed, the literature
show that a supportive context encourages autonomy and
satisfies competence and relatedness needs. This increases the
level of student engagement, promotes self-realization and
facilitates positive functioning among adolescents within schools
(Reeve and Jang, 2006).
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The present study aimed to explore the joint effect of paternal and maternal parenting
behaviors on adolescent’s school engagement, and the mediating role of mastery goal.
A total of 2,775 Chinese adolescent participants (55.3% females, mean age = 15.70,
SD = 1.57) from two-parent families were recruited in 2014, who rated their perceptions
of emotional warmth, behavioral guidance, harsh discipline of their father and mother, as
well as their own mastery goal and school engagement. Results showed that paternal
and maternal parenting behaviors had interaction effects on school engagement with
different interaction patterns. Specifically, the interactions of both parents’ emotional
warmth and both parents’ behavioral guidance displayed strengthening patterns, where
one parent’s high emotional warmth or behavioral guidance enhanced the positive
relationship between the corresponding parenting behavior of the other parent and
adolescents’ school engagement. By contrast, the interaction of both parents’ harsh
discipline displayed an interfering pattern, where one parent’s high level of harsh
discipline reduced the negative relationship between harsh discipline of the other parent
and school engagement. Further, all three interaction effects between father and mother
on school engagement were mediated by mastery goal. These findings underline
the importance of viewing family from a systematic perspective and the benefits of
supportive parenting behavior of both parents.

Keywords: paternal parenting behaviors, maternal parenting behaviors, school engagement, mastery goal,
adolescents

INTRODUCTION

School engagement is a vital and positive index of students’ school lives (Schaufeli
et al., 2002) and is defined as the quality of students’ involvement with the endeavor
of schooling, including cognitive, affective, and behavioral engagement (Fredricks et al.,
2004). Prior studies have revealed that students who are more actively engaged in school
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achieve higher grades, show better school adjustment, and
tend to become competent members of the society (Wang
and Holcombe, 2010; Li and Lerner, 2011). Meanwhile, school
engagement is found to be negatively related to ages (Wang and
Eccles, 2012) and exist significant individual differences (Janosz
et al., 2008) in adolescence. Thus, it’s necessary to examine the
factor influencing adolescents’ school engagement.

Parenting behaviors refer to the specific, goal-directed
behaviors that parents use to socialize their children (Prevatt,
2003), and are identified as a vital family context that can
influence adolescents’ school engagement. Inspired by family
system theory (Bornstein and Sawyer, 2005), which suggests
that a father and a mother make a joint contribution to
their offspring’s academic development, previous studies have
found that the relationship between one parent’s parenting
behavior and developmental outcomes can be moderated by
the parenting behavior of the other parent (McKee et al., 2007;
Lowe and Dotterer, 2013; Foster et al., 2016). However, these
studies focused on offspring’s socioemotional functioning or
academic outcomes, it is unclear how paternal and maternal
parenting behaviors have a joint of effect on adolescents’
school engagement. To address this gap, this study aims to
investigate whether there exists the interaction effect between
the similar type of paternal and maternal parenting behaviors on
adolescents’ school engagement. If there exists, which mediator
can make it work? Mastery goal, referring to the motivation
to develop competence, is shown to play a mediating role
in the relationship between parenting behaviors and school
engagement (Skinner et al., 2009; Luo et al., 2013). In order
to reveal the motivational mechanism, the present study also
wants to examine the role of mastery goal on how the interaction
effects between paternal and maternal parenting behaviors on
school engagement.

Parenting Behaviors and School
Engagement
Parents are the first teachers of their children’s, their parenting
behaviors have a profound influence on individual achievement-
related outcomes (Spera, 2005; Castro et al., 2015; Vasquez et al.,
2016; Garrett-Peters et al., 2019). Different parenting behaviors
may have different effects on adolescents’ school engagement.
Some parenting behaviors are supportive, such as warmth or
autonomy support (e.g., providing warmth, love, care, and
encouragement of autonomous behaviors), which can improve
offspring’s academic development (Joussemet et al., 2008; Hill
and Wang, 2015; Doctoroff and Arnold, 2017). However, some
parenting behaviors such as physical punishment (e.g., spanking,
hitting) and psychological control (e.g., guilt induction, love
withdrawal, shaming) are considered as non-supportive and
detrimental to offspring’s school performance (Joussemet et al.,
2008; Su et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2018). Physical punishment and
psychological control are similar in essence, as both can control
the child through parental authority and may cause resentment or
aversive (Nelson et al., 2006). The two forms of punishment can
be integrated as harsh discipline (Wang and Liu, 2014), which has
proved to be a typical manifestation of Chinese parenting culture

(Wang and Liu, 2014; Wang et al., 2017). Specifically, it is defined
as that parents impose their own will on their children with non-
supportive strategies such as punishment or withdrawal care to
control behaviors of their children.

Different parenting cultures have different views on behavioral
control, which causes the controversial effect of behavioral
control (Chao, 2001; Gershoff et al., 2010; Helwig et al., 2014).
Behavioral control in Western culture is defined as parental
behaviors that attempt to control or manage children’s behavior
by rules and restrictions (Barber, 1996). One example is “My
parents asked me where I went with my friends.” According to
Western definition, monitoring and rule setting is emphasized
in the content of behavioral control (Pomerantz and Wang,
2009), and prior studies have shown that this concept is
unrelated to academic achievement (e.g., Bean et al., 2003,
2006), and may even have a slight negative association with
academic achievement (Kramer, 2012). However, in Chinese
culture, parents are considered to be responsible for teaching
their offspring so that the young and dependent child can become
a qualified economic and social success (Wu, 1996). It is also
believed that behavioral control over children’s activities and
behaviors in the physical world provides children with needed
guidance (Wang et al., 2007), and is also seen as a predictive
variable for better academic achievement (Chao, 1994; Lee et al.,
2012). In this study, the term behavioral guidance is used instead
of behavioral control, which emphasizes the culture of teaching
or training. It means that parents train children’s sense of rules
and behavioral habits to conform to social norms.

Although China has the largest population in the world
(Sangawi et al., 2015), most research on parents’ role in children’s
behavior and achievement outcomes are based on Western
parenting culture (Kim and Wong, 2002; Hill and Wang, 2015,
pp. 185). Thus, the present study aims to investigate whether
parenting behaviors (emotional warmth, behavioral guidance,
harsh discipline) have an effect on school engagement in the
Chinese cultural context. We hypothesize that emotional warmth
and behavioral guidance are positively associated with school
engagement, but harsh discipline is negatively associated with
school engagement (hypothesis 1 or H1).

The Joint Effect of Father and Mother
As the involvement of fathers in parenting becomes more
popular (Sarkadi et al., 2008; Martin et al., 2010; Jeynes,
2015), it is important to consider the joint contribution of
both parents to their offspring. According to Bronfenbrenner’s
(1986) ecological system theory, both father and mother are
important microsystem partners for children’s development,
which underlines the importance of combining the effect of
paternal and maternal parenting behaviors (Pleck, 2007, a
review). Family system theory further declares that the family
system is an organized whole, and its subsystems, including
individuals and their relationships, are interdependent and
dynamic. Based on this, some scholars investigated the joint
contribution of paternal and maternal parenting to their
offspring’s psychosocial adjustment by analyzing their interaction
with each other (Li and Meier, 2017, a review; Papadaki
and Giovazolias, 2015); other studies supported the interaction
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effect on school performance (Lowe and Dotterer, 2013;
Babinski et al., 2017).

The interaction of the parenting behaviors of fathers and
mothers may follow three patterns. The first is strengthening
pattern, which means that the association between academic
development and one supportive parent can be intensified
when the other parent is also supportive. The second pattern
is buffering pattern, which occurs when one parent is non-
supportive, the other parent’s supportive behavior then plays a
protective role in offspring’s academic development. The third
pattern is interfering pattern, that is, the influence of one parent
on academic development may be hindered or reduced by the
other parent. This pattern is relatively rare but possible.

Although there are some valuable studies on the interactions
of maternal and paternal parenting, these studies focused on
offspring’s socioemotional functioning or academic outcomes
(McKee et al., 2007; Lowe and Dotterer, 2013; Foster et al.,
2016). There is insufficient research on whether paternal and
maternal parenting behaviors will also have an interaction effect
on adolescents’ school engagement. Therefore, the current study
aims to address this gap by testing whether the effect of one
parent’s parenting behavior on adolescent’s school engagement
is moderated by the corresponding parenting behavior of the
other parent (e.g., father’s emotional warmth, and mother’s
emotional warmth). Given that strengthening, buffering, and
interfering patterns of interactions are all plausible, we assume
that the interactions between father and mother are significant
(hypothesis 2 or H2), but do not assume that the interactions will
take on a specific pattern.

Motivational Mechanism of Mastery Goal
Although the joint effect of paternal and maternal parenting
behaviors may plausibly explain the differences in adolescents’
school engagement, it remains unclear how adolescents’
motivational factor may affect the relationship between two
parents’ parenting behaviors and school engagement. The
self-system model of motivational development posits that
motivational factors such as goal orientation can contribute
to the quality of individual engagement (Deci and Ryan, 2000;
Skinner et al., 2009). Many researchers support a linear and
temporal order of engagement-related processes which can be
described as context → motivation → engagement. That is,
students’ motivation can be shaped by the quality of the context
they interact with, which then influences their engagement
in learning and subsequent development outcomes (Skinner
et al., 2009; Lawson and Lawson, 2013). Under this framework,
the mediating role of mastery goal in the relationship between
family context and academic performance has gradually become
a research hotspot (Skinner et al., 2009; Luo et al., 2013;
Chen, 2015).

Mastery goal represents students’ motivation to develop
competence (Ames and Archer, 1988), which is proven to be
associated with adaptive patterns of learning by experimental,
correlational, as well as qualitative research (Kaplan and Maehr,
2007, a review). Mastery-oriented students tend to spend more
time studying with their own initiative, persist longer in the face
of difficulties, report greater interest and effort, employ deep

learning strategies more frequently (Liem et al., 2008; Benita et al.,
2014). Therefore, mastery goal is identified as a beneficial goal
approach to improve students’ school engagement, the higher
level of mastery goal, the more actively engaged in learning tasks
(Gonida et al., 2007, 2009; Kaplan and Maehr, 2007).

The development of mastery goal during the school years
may be explained by parenting behaviors. Parental involvement,
autonomy support, and warmth can prompt the formation of
mastery goal, whereas punishment and psychological control
are found to be non-significant associated with mastery goal
(Duchesne and Ratelle, 2010; Fletcher et al., 2012; Chen, 2015;
Diaconu-Gherasim and Mãirean, 2016). However, the role of
parental behavioral control in shaping mastery goal is ambiguous.
For instance, a study conducted in the Chinese sample found
that authoritarian, a kind of parenting style characterized by
punishment and strict enforcement, is unrelated to mastery
goal (Chen, 2015). Another study focuses on parental coercive
discipline also found similar results in the Singapore sample
(Luo et al., 2013). By contrast, a study within the Australian
context found that parental monitoring is positively associated
with mastery goal (Boon, 2007). Luo et al. (2013) further
indicated that parental involvement could affect children’s
mastery goal, and mastery goal could, in turn, promote children’s
engagement in classwork and homework, but mastery goal
could not mediate the relationship between parental coercive
discipline and engagement.

In short, different parenting behaviors have different roles
in shaping mastery goal, and then produce an impact on
academic behavior and outcomes. Based on this premise, this
study also aims to explore the mediating role of mastery
goal. Referring to the results of Luo et al. (2013), mastery
goal is supposed to play a mediator in the relationship
between parental emotional warmth and school engagement,
but not in the relationship between parental harsh discipline
and school engagement in the present study. And due to
behavioral guidance was defined as positive parenting in this
study, it is assumed to be positively linked with mastery goal,
and then foster school engagement (hypothesis 3 or H3). In
addition, as aforementioned, paternal and maternal parenting
behaviors may have an interaction effect on school engagement,
whether the interaction effect will be mediated by mastery
goal is unclear. To address this issue, mediated moderation
models will be tested in this study. We hypothesize that the
interaction effect of paternal and maternal parenting behaviors
on mastery goal will be significant, but the residual interaction
effect on school engagement will be reduced or non-significant
(hypothesis 4 or H4).

The Present Study
To understand whether and how paternal and maternal parenting
behaviors have a joint effect on adolescents’ school engagement,
we aim to explore the interaction effect between paternal and
maternal parenting behaviors on adolescents’ school engagement
based on family system theory. Further, based on the self-system
model of motivational development, we also hope to examine
the mediating effect of mastery goal on the link between paternal
parenting behavior, maternal parenting behavior, the interaction
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term of father and mother, and school engagement. Based on this,
we proposed the following four hypotheses:

Hypothesis (H1). Parental emotional warmth and
behavioral guidance will positively predict school
engagement; harsh discipline will negatively predict
school engagement, regardless of the sex of the parents.
Hypothesis (H2). There will be significant interaction
effects between paternal and maternal parenting behavior
on adolescents’ school engagement. However, the
interaction effect of different pairs of parenting dimensions
will display different patterns.
Hypothesis (H3). Mastery goal will mediate the relationship
between emotional warmth, behavioral guidance and
school engagement, but will not mediate the relationship
between harsh discipline and school engagement.
Hypothesis (H4). Mastery goal will also mediate the
relationship between the interaction terms of each pair
of paternal and maternal parenting dimension and
school engagement.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants were middle and high school students from a
broader project focusing on the relationship between family
environment and students’ mental health. In total, 3,080
adolescents participated in this study. They were from eight
public middle/high schools (108 classes), covering three urban
districts and three rural districts of Beijing, China. Because
the goal was to explore the interaction between paternal and
maternal parenting, data of participants from one-parent families
were excluded. In sum, data of 2,775 participants from two-
parent families were adopted in this study. Their ages ranged
from 10.75 years old to 18.92 years old. Participants were from
four grades, including grade 7 (N = 521, Mage = 13.43 years,
SD = 0.48), grade 8 (N = 553, Mage = 14.36 years, SD = 0.47),
grade 10 (N = 941, Mage = 16.40 years, SD = 0.45), and grade 11
(N = 760, Mage = 17.35 years, SD = 0.47). Because of imminent
graduation, students from grade 9 and grade 12 grades were not
included in this survey. Although 34 of 2,775 participants were
not able to complete the study questionnaires due to conflicting
tasks or emergencies, the missing data represented only a
small percentage (1.2%) of the data and was handled with full
information maximum likelihood (FIML) procedures. FIML is a
model-based parameter estimation method, of which estimates
are computed by maximizing the likelihood of a missing value
based on observed values in the data. It has been suggested
that FIML approach can maximize the use of available data
information and produce unbiased estimates under ignorable
missing data conditions (Enders and Bandalos, 2001).

Procedure
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Faculty of Psychology, Beijing Normal University. Because the
potential risk of the protocol was low and the data collection

was anonymous, the letter that described the study and consent
forms were only sent to school administrators and teachers.
Before the data collection, the class adviser sent a message to
tell parents about the purpose and voluntary nature of this
survey in the Parents WeChat Group. All parents responded in
the WeChat Group that they had been informed and agreed
to their children’s participation in this survey. Students were
also informed of the purpose and voluntary nature of the
survey and their right to withdraw at any time. All voluntary
participants completed a self-reported questionnaire booklet
in the quiet of their classrooms. The questionnaires were
administered by the first author and postgraduate students in
Psychology who received training. It took approximately 20 min
for students to complete the survey. Students received small gifts
for their participation.

Measures
Parenting Behaviors
Due to the difference in parenting culture, a parenting behavior
scale adapted to the characteristics of Chinese parenting culture
is needed. Based on the existing constructs and content of
classical parenting style scales such as the Egma Minnen av
Bardndosnauppforstran (EMBU, Perris et al., 1980) and the
Ghent Parental Behavior Scale (GPBS, Van Leeuwen, 1999), a
new and more concise parenting behavior scale was developed in
this study. The new scale includes three dimensions, emotional
warmth, behavior guidance, and harsh discipline.

In China, parents emphasize the importance of loving and
caring child as parents in European American (Chao, 1995;
Chao and Tseng, 2002). They spend time with their children,
encourage children’s autonomous behaviors, which is similar to
the measure content of emotional warmth dimension of EMBU
and positive parenting of GPBS. We integrated their contents
and used the name of emotional warmth in the present study.
Behavioral guidance, a new dimension in this study, refers
to parental guidance and training in children’s sense of rules
and behaviors habits. Different from the typical measurement
of behavioral control in Western culture which emphasizes
monitoring and rule setting (Barber, 1996), the content of
behavioral guidance reflects teaching or guidance in Chinese
parenting culture. Items of behavioral guidance were adapted
and developed from Behavioral Control Scale (Wang et al., 2007)
and the rules dimension of GPBS (Van Leeuwen, 1999). Harsh
discipline is an integrated concept of physical punishment and
psychological control, which means parents impose their own
will on their children with non-supportive strategies. Items of
harsh discipline were adapted from negative control factor of
GPBS (Van Leeuwen and Vermulst, 2004) and Psychological
Control Scale (Wang et al., 2007).

The final scale includes 21 items, seven items for emotional
warmth (e.g., “My father/mother does activities together with
me, because they know that I enjoy it, such as sports, walking,
shopping”), five items for behavior guidance (e.g., “father/mother
teaches me to be polite to others”), and nine items for harsh
discipline (e.g., “My father/mother often blame me for being
lazy and useless in front of others”). Participants were asked
to evaluate their paternal and maternal parenting behavior
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separately, and rated each item on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from very strongly disagree (1) to very strongly agree (5).

Prior to the formal study, we collected responses from 556
adolescents to test the construct validity of the scale. Exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) showed that the three factors model of
both father (χ2(150) = 279.43, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.04;
CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95) and mother (χ2(150) = 284.240, p < 0.001;
RMSEA = 0.04; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95) were supported, and
factor loadings varied from 0.376 to 0.818 for all items. In the
formal study, the new scale was also proved to have good validity
and reliability. The results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
for both parents were acceptable (father: χ2(186) = 1072.35,
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.04; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.95; mother:
χ2(186) = 1000.483, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.04; CFI = 0.95;
TLI = 0.95). Cronbach alpha coefficients varied from 0.83 to 0.88.

Mastery Goal
The Achievement Goal Orientation scale developed by Elliot
and Thrash (2002) was proven to be applicable to Chinese
culture (Lau and Lee, 2008). The mastery goal dimension of
this scale was used in this study, including 5 items (e.g., “I
like to learn something really challenging in class so that I can
learn something new”). Participants were asked to indicate their
agreement on a five-point Likert type scale, ranging from unlike
me (1) to very much like me (5). The Cronbach alpha coefficient
of mastery goal was 0.78.

School Engagement
The Student Engagement Questionnaire developed by Lam et al.
(2012) and revised by Chinese researchers (Ma et al., 2015) was
used to measure school engagement. The questionnaire consisted
of 16 items across three dimensions: behavioral engagement (e.g.,
“I try hard to do well in school”), cognitive engagement (e.g.,
“When I study, I try to connect what I am learning with my
own experiences”), and affective engagement (e.g., “I like what
I am learning in school”). Participants were asked to indicate
their agreement on a five-point Likert type scale, varying from
unlike me (1) to very much like me (5). This scale demonstrated
good internal reliability, as Cronbach alpha coefficients of three
dimensions varied from 0.88 to 0.91. The Cronbach alpha of the
full scale was 0.93.

Covariates
Gender, age, and socio-economic status (SES) were considered
as covariates to partial out their possible impacts on parenting
behavior, mastery goal, and school engagement (Hoff et al., 2002;
Walker et al., 2006; Pellerone et al., 2018). SES information was
reported by students, including their parental education level
and occupations, respectively and the monthly income of both
father and mother.

Prior to formal data analysis, indicators of SES were assigned
(Shi and Shen, 2007). Education level was coded from 1 to
4 (1 = junior middle school education or below, 2 = high
school or technical school education, 3 = Bachelor’s degree,
4 = Master’s degree or above); occupations were coded from 1
to 5 (1 = unemployed or temporary work, 2 = manufacturing
or service, 3 = office work, 4 = administrative or managerial,

5 = professional and technical); and family monthly income was
coded from 1 to 7 (1 = relying on government relief, 2 = less than
3,000 RMB, 3 = 3,000 to 5,000 RMB, 4 = 5,000 to 8,000 RMB,
5 = 8,000 to 12,000 RMB, 6 = 12,000 to 20,000 RMB, 7 = more
than 20,000 RMB). The number and ratio of each category of
SES characteristics can be seen in Table 1. After coding, the five
indicators of SES were standardized separately, and the principal
component analysis was applied to obtain factor loadings of each
indicator. Finally, the total family SES was synthesized with factor
loadings as the weight (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002).

Analytic Plan
To avoid the potential for a common method bias caused
by self-report, we adopted an anonymous measurement and
conducted Harman’s single-factor test. All items in this study
were loaded into an EFA and the results revealed the presence
of ten factors with initial eigenvalues greater than 1.00. The
first factor accounted for 21.69% of the variance, suggesting
that the influence of common method variance was quite small
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Three steps were used to investigate whether and how paternal
and maternal parenting behaviors interacted with each other as
they impact adolescents’ school engagement, and whether the
interaction effects on school engagement will be mediated by
mastery goal. First, descriptive statistics were presented to help
understand the subsequent results. Second, to examine whether
paternal and maternal parenting behaviors have a unique effect
(H1) and an interaction effect (H2) on school engagement,
a simple moderation model with only one dimension of
paternal and maternal parenting behavior, their interaction
term (the product of two predictors), school engagement, and
control variables (age, gender, SES) were established. When the
interaction effect was significant, the Johnson-Neyman technique
was used to probe when (at what point) the relationship between
paternal parenting behavior and school engagement was changed
by maternal parenting behavior (Preacher et al., 2007). Third,
mastery goal was integrated into simple moderation model to
examine its mediating effect on school engagement. In fact,
the current model is a mediated moderation model. We tested
whether each pair of parental and maternal parenting dimension
and their interaction term have an indirect effect on school
engagement via mastery goal (H3 and H4).

Mplus 8 was adopted in this study. Because subjects
were clustered into classrooms, TYPE = COMPLEX and
CLUSTER = Class were set. In addition, Robust maximum
likelihood estimation (MLR) was used to produce χ2 test statistics
for data with non-normal and non-independence of observations
(Benner et al., 2008). All variables, except for control variables,
were latent structural, and the latent interaction term was
estimated with the XWITH command, using FIML estimation
with robust standard errors. In addition, due to Mplus software
cannot provide fitting indices required to assess the validity of
model with the latent interaction term, the model fitting was
assessed by referring to the method proposed by Maslowsky et al.
(2015). Specifically, ensuring there are qualified fitting indices
of the model without latent interaction term at first. Next, the
value of D was computed by comparing the log-likelihood values
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of two models with (M1) and without (M0) latent interaction
term. D =−2 [(log-likelihood for M0) – (log-likelihood for M1)].
According to Maslowsky et al. (2015), the values of D can be
compared to a Chi-Square distribution using df = 1. If the log-
likelihood ratio test is significant, indicating the model with the
latent interaction term is a well-fitted model.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
A paired samples t-test was conducted to compare paternal
and maternal parenting behaviors. As predicted, compared to
fathers, mothers were perceived to provide higher emotional

warmth [t = −24.92, p < 0.001, 95% CI: (−0.33, −0.28)],
behavioral guidance [t = −10.17, p < −0.001, 95% CI:
(−0.11, −0.08)], as well as harsh discipline [t = −7.47,
p < 0.001, 95% CI: (−0.11, −0.06)]. The means, standard
deviations, and inter-correlations for all variables were
presented in Table 2.

Simple Moderation Model
In order to test whether paternal and maternal parenting
behaviors have a unique effect (H1) and an interaction effect
(H2) on school engagement, three simple moderation models
were examined. In each model, school engagement was the
outcome variable, and a pair of paternal and maternal parenting
dimension, as well as their latent interaction term were the

TABLE 1 | Socio-economic status characteristics of participants’ parents.

Mother Father Family

n % n % n %

Educational level

≤junior middle school 926 33.37 874 31.50

high or technical school 985 35.50 993 35.78

Bachelor’s degree 740 26.67 697 25.12

≥Master’s degree 124 4.47 211 7.60

Occupation

unemployed or temporary work 416 14.99 145 5.23

manufacturing or service 663 23.89 823 29.66

office work 951 34.27 970 34.95

administrative or managerial 447 16.11 411 14.81

professional and technical 298 10.74 427 15.39

Monthly income

relying on government relief 22 0.79

<3,000 RMB 267 9.62

3,000–5,000 RMB 731 26.34

5,000–8,000 RMB 789 28.43

8,000–12,000 RMB 476 17.15

12,000–20,000 RMB 261 9.41

>20,000 RMB 228 8.22

TABLE 2 | Inter-correlations of the variables.

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

(1) F-warmth 3.52 (0.77)

(2) M-warmth 3.69 (0.71) 0.75∗∗∗

(3) F-guidance 3.85 (0.70) 0.66∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗

(4) M-guidance 4.03 (0.63) 0.54∗∗∗ 0.66∗∗∗ 0.79∗∗∗

(5) F-harsh 2.38 (0.76) −0.47∗∗∗ −0.37∗∗∗ −0.29∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗

(6) M-harsh 2.44 (0.75) −0.37∗∗∗ −0.48∗∗∗ −0.22∗∗∗ −0.26∗∗∗ 0.75∗∗∗

(7) mastery goal 3.72 (0.76) 0.27∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ −0.14∗∗∗ −0.15∗∗∗

(8) school engagement 3.61 (0.79) 0.34∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.30∗∗∗ 0.30∗∗∗ −0.21∗∗∗ −0.22∗∗∗ 0.67∗∗∗

(9) age 15.67 (1.58) 0.02 0.05∗∗ 0.00 0.00 −0.05∗∗ −0.07∗∗∗ −0.07∗∗∗ −0.08∗∗∗

(10) gender 0.07∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.35 0.56∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ −0.10∗∗∗ −0.03 0.01 0.01

(11) SES 0.15∗∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗ −0.10∗∗∗ −0.10∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗ −0.01

∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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TABLE 3 | Model fit indices of simple moderation models and mediated moderation models.

χ2/df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR Log-likelihood D

Simple moderation models emotional warmth M0 7.10 0.05 0.96 0.95 0.03 −51130.26 14.73

M1 −51122.89

behavioral guidance M0 3.38 0.03 0.99 0.98 0.02 −38459.41 19.34

M1 −38449.74

harsh discipline M0 3.69 0.03 0.97 0.97 0.03 −65310.86 15.93

M1 −65302.90

Mediated moderation models emotional warmth M0 7.82 0.05 0.94 0.93 0.04 −68289.04 25.48

M1 −68276.30

behavioral guidance M0 6.62 0.05 0.95 0.94 0.03 −55611.48 26.04

M1 −55598.46

harsh discipline M0 5.05 0.04 0.95 0.94 0.04 −82478.26 15.83

M1 −82470.35

In this table, Mo and M1 represent the model without and with the latent interaction term, respectively. D = −2 [(log-likelihood for M0) – (log-likelihood for M1)]. In this
study, all the log-likelihood ratio tests were significant, suggesting models with latent interaction term are well-fitted.

predictive variables. Before testing the hypotheses, the log-
likelihood ratio test demonstrated that all three models with
latent interaction term were well-fitted (Table 3). Results of path
analysis supported both H1 and H2. In the model of emotional
warmth, after controlling for age, gender and SES, paternal
emotional warmth still positively predicted school engagement
(β = 0.16, p < 0.001), as did maternal emotional warmth
(β = 0.25, p < 0.001). The interaction effect between paternal
and maternal emotional warmth was also significant (β = 0.07,
p = 0.002). The model of behavioral guidance had similar results,
where both paternal and maternal behavioral guidance positively
predicted school engagement (father: β = 0.19, p < 0.001; mother:
β = 0.26, p < 0.001), as well as their latent interaction term
(β = 0.08, p < 0.001). In the model of harsh discipline, the
main effect of the mother on school engagement was significant
(β = −0.17, p = 0.001), and that of the father was non-significant
(β = −0.06, p = 0.213). The interaction effect between paternal
and maternal behavioral guidance on school engagement was
significant (β = 0.08, p = 0.004).

Figure 1 shows the interpretation of the interactions by the
Johnson-Neyman technique to plot changes in the association
between paternal parenting dimension and school engagement
according to the level of the corresponding maternal dimension.
The y-axis represents the standardized slope for paternal
parenting dimension, and the x-axis represents data within 2
standard deviations of the mean of the corresponding maternal
dimension. The solid lines represent the simple slope estimates
for paternal parenting dimension, and the dotted lines represent
the 95% CI around the estimates. Based on the plot of Figure 1A,
the positive association between paternal emotional warmth and
school engagement increased as maternal emotional warmth
improved, which was in accordance with the strengthening
pattern. The simple slope of paternal emotional warmth was
positive and significantly different from zero when maternal
emotional warmth was equal to or over −0.58 units. A similar
pattern was seen in Figure 1B, that is, the predictive effect of
paternal behavioral guidance on school engagement increased
as maternal behavioral guidance increased, and the turning
point was −0.77 units. By contrast, Figure 1C showed that the

negative association between paternal harsh discipline and school
engagement decreased when maternal harsh discipline increased,
which was consistent with the interfering pattern. The simple
slope of paternal harsh discipline was non-significant when a
mother’s score was over−0.21 units.

Mediated Moderation Model
To test whether the moderating effect of maternal parenting
dimension would be mediated by mastery goal, three mediated
moderation models were examined. Mediated moderation was
indicated if the estimation results met three criteria: (1) the
latent interaction term of paternal and maternal parenting
dimension significantly predicted mastery goal; (2) the mastery
goal significantly predicted school engagement; (3) the predictive
effect of latent interaction term on school engagement declined
in magnitude (or rendered non-significant) in comparison with
the same coefficient estimated in the simple moderation model
(Muller et al., 2005).

As expected, the log-likelihood ratio test demonstrated that all
three mediated moderation models presented qualified model fit
(Table 2) and the model structures could be seen in Figure 2.
Results found evidence for significant interactions between each
pair of paternal and maternal parenting dimension for mastery
goal (emotional warmth: β = 0.10, p < 0.001; behavioral guidance:
β = 0.09, p < 0.001; harsh discipline: β = 0.06, p = 0.047), which
indicated that the first criterion was met. In addition to the
interaction effect, the main effects of both paternal and maternal
emotional warmth on mastery goal were significant (father:
β = 0.12, p = 0.022; mother: β = 0.24, p < 0.001), so were paternal
and maternal behavioral guidance (father: β = 0.13, p = 0.014;
mother: β = 0.31, p < 0.001), but that of both paternal and
maternal harsh discipline were non-significant (father: β =−0.06,
p = 0.238; mother: β = −0.10, p = 0.082). As for the second
criterion, mastery goal positively predicted school engagement.
For the third criterion, the predictive effects of three interaction
terms on school engagement were non-significant.

The above results suggest that the three mediated moderation
models were credible. The moderating effects of maternal
parenting behavior dimensions on the relationship between
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FIGURE 1 | The simple slope of father’s parenting dimensions to school
engagement across levels of mother’s in simple moderation models. (A) The
slope of father’s emotional warmth to school engagement across mother’s
scores. (B) The slope of father’s behavioral guidance to school engagement
across mother’s scores. (C) The slope of father’s harsh discipline to school
engagement across mother’s scores.

paternal parenting behavior dimensions and school engagement
were completely mediated by mastery goal, which supported both
H3 and H4. Further, we used the Johnson-Neyman technique
to plot changes in the path of each paternal parenting behavior
dimension with regard to mastery goal. Both the interaction of
paternal and maternal emotional warmth and that of behavioral
guidance met the strengthening pattern, while harsh discipline
supported the interfering pattern. As Figures 3A,B depicted,
the size of the path coefficient from paternal emotional warmth
to mastery goal, and from paternal behavioral guidance to

FIGURE 2 | Mediated moderation models. (A) Mediated moderation model of
paternal and maternal emotional warmth. (B) Mediated moderation model of
paternal and maternal behavioral guidance. (C) Mediated moderation model
of paternal and maternal harsh discipline. Bold digits indicate significant path
coefficients (∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001). For simplicity, all path
coefficients of covariates and correlation of residuals are not presented.

mastery goal increased as the maternal corresponding dimension
improved. The turning point for the former was−0.10 units, and
for the latter was −0.21 units. The two effects were significantly
greater than zero when mother scores were equal to or above
the points. On the contrary, as shown in Figure 3C, the size of
the path coefficient from paternal harsh discipline to mastery
goal decreased when maternal harsh discipline increased. The
negative effect of paternal harsh discipline on mastery goal was
non-significant when mother’s score was over−0.35 units.

Supplementary Analysis
To determine the extent of the paternal moderating effect, we
calculated the effect of the maternal parenting dimension across
levels of paternal corresponding dimension using the Johnson-
Neyman technique. Again, paternal emotional warmth and
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FIGURE 3 | The simple slope of father’s parenting dimensions to mastery goal
across levels of mother’s in mediated moderation models. (A) The slope of
father’s emotional warmth to mastery goal across mother’s scores. (B) The
slope of father’s behavioral guidance to mastery goal across mother’s scores.
(C) The slope of father’s harsh discipline to mastery goal across
mother’s scores.

behavioral guidance enhanced, while paternal harsh discipline
depressed the paths from the maternal corresponding dimensions
to school engagement in the simple moderation models, and from
the maternal corresponding dimensions to mastery goal in the
mediated moderation models. In the simple moderation model,
the paths from maternal emotional warmth and behavioral
guidance to school engagement were more than zero when the
father’s score was equal to or over −1.42 units, and −1.66 units,
respectively. The negative effect of maternal harsh discipline was

FIGURE 4 | The simple effect of the interaction effect between paternal and
maternal harsh discipline on school engagement in the simple moderation
model.

FIGURE 5 | The simple effect of the interaction effect between paternal and
maternal harsh discipline on mastery goal in the mediated moderation model.

non-significant when the father’s score was over 0.33 units. In
the mediated moderation model, with reference to predicting
mastery goal, the turning point of the moderating effect was
−0.87 units for father’s emotional warmth, −1.67 units for
father’s behavioral guidance, and −0.08 units for father’s harsh
discipline. Overall, mothers contributed to adolescents’ academic
variables across a wider range of scores than fathers.

To more intuitively understand the infrequent interaction
effect of paternal and maternal harsh discipline on school
engagement in the simple moderation model, and the interaction
effect on mastery goal in the mediated moderation model, pick-
a-point approach was adopted to describe scores of school
engagement and mastery goal when father and mother’s scores of
harsh discipline were above or below one standard deviation from
the mean. As shown in Figure 4, in the simple moderation model,
adolescents’ score of school engagement was only above mean
when both parents were low harsh discipline. Once one parent
was high harsh discipline, adolescents can experience relatively
lower school engagement. Figure 5 showed a similar result of the
score of master goal in the mediated moderation model.
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DISCUSSION

Based on family system theory and the self-system model,
the present study expanded existing knowledge on the role
of parenting behaviors in school engagement among Chinese
adolescents. The results indicated that the interaction effects of
both parents’ emotional warmth and both parents’ behavioral
guidance on school engagement displayed the strengthening
pattern, while both parent’ harsh discipline supported the
interfering pattern. In addition, the mediated moderation
model was supported and all three interactions were mediated
by mastery goal. These results underline the importance of
viewing family from a systematic perspective and examining the
motivational mechanism underlying the relationship between
parenting behaviors and academic behavior.

Parenting Behaviors and School
Engagement
The first purpose of this study was to test the overall direct
relationship between parental parenting behaviors and school
engagement among Chinese adolescents. In line with Hypothesis
1, both fathers and mothers made unique contributions to their
offspring’s school engagement, even after controlling for age,
gender, and SES.

Parental emotional warmth—parental love, support,
and presence with regard to the child—is regarded as
supportive parenting behavior in both Western and Chinese
cultures (Khaleque, 2013; Yap et al., 2014). Consistent
with previous studies, our study provides supportive
evidence that both paternal and maternal emotional
warmth motivates adolescents to be actively involved in
their studies (Bempechat and Shernoff, 2012; Lowe and
Dotterer, 2013). Parental warmth provides an emotional
foundation for adolescents that enhances their sense of self-
efficacy and promotes an internalized sense of competence,
which will result in healthy exploration and a higher level of
involvement in school activities (Juang and Silbereisen, 2002;
Hill and Wang, 2015).

Parental behavioral guidance reflects rational parental
teaching and guidance for their children and was developed as
an independent dimension in a new parenting tool based on
Chinese culture. We considered parental behavioral guidance as
a positive control and it was shown to predict school engagement
positively in this study. In China, training children is regarded
as the responsibility of parents (Chao, 1994; Wu, 1996). Parents
provide guidance to help children better understand the purpose
of learning, establish good learning habits, and thus promote
their willingness to be involved in learning (Patall et al., 2008).

We integrated the content of punishment and psychological
control as parental harsh discipline in the new tool, which
included both physical punishment and psychological
punishment. Parents with a high level of harsh discipline
behavior may spank their offspring or threaten to withdraw
love if the child fails in school. These negative responses
may increase adolescents’ negative affect (e.g., learning-
weariness and excessive anxiety) and rebellion, thereby
undermine their learning (Grolnick, 2003; Su et al., 2015).

In line with this view, our study found that maternal
harsh discipline was negatively associated with students’
school engagement (Cheung et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2018).
Although the main effect of paternal harsh discipline on
students’ school engagement became non-significant when
maternal harsh discipline was controlled, the simple effect
analysis has shown that it can negatively predict school
engagement when maternal harsh discipline was at a
low level. More detailed discussion will be presented in
the next section.

The Joint Effect of Father and Mother
According to the family system theory, the effects of the
father’s and mother’s parenting behaviors on children’s school
engagement are interdependent (Bornstein and Sawyer, 2005).
The results of the simple interaction model revealed the joint
effect of both parents on adolescents’ school engagement, the
effect of one parent’s behavior can be moderated by the other
parent’s behavior. Further, our results indicated that different
parenting behaviors of the father and the mother follow different
interaction patterns.

The interaction effects of both parents’ emotional warmth and
behavioral guidance were in accordance with the strengthening
pattern. Specifically, mothers’ emotional warmth and behavioral
guidance can enhance the positive relationship between the
corresponding parenting behavior of fathers and adolescents’
school engagement. One possible explanation is that those
supportive mothers may provide a higher level of love, company,
and guidance for their children which makes children more open
to the influence of the parenting behavior of other important
persons such as fathers (Darling and Steinberg, 1993).

However, the interaction effect of paternal and maternal
harsh discipline displayed the interfering pattern. The negative
relationship between paternal harsh discipline and school
engagement was significant when maternal harsh discipline was
equal to or below −0.21 units. The negative effect of maternal
harsh discipline was significant when the paternal score was equal
to or below−0.35 units. It indicates that when one parent’s harsh
discipline is high, the negative effect of the other parent’s harsh
discipline on school engagement is no longer significant. This
interaction pattern is rare but understandable (Foster et al., 2016),
as it seems to indicate that the risk of parental harsh discipline
exists a ceiling effect. In other words, once one parent is high
dominating and controlling, adolescents will develop low levels
of school engagement.

In addition, in keeping with previous studies, we also
found the dominative effect of mothers on adolescents’ school
engagement compared with fathers (Sayer et al., 2004; Martin
et al., 2010). Mothers not only scored higher than fathers in
all three parenting dimensions, but also contributed more to
adolescents’ mastery goal and school engagement. This may
be reflective of the fact that mothers spend more time with
adolescents (Larson and Richards, 1994; Laible and Carlo, 2004).
Although mothers seem to play essential roles in parenting, it
does not mean fathers are not important. In fact, adolescents had
higher scores on school engagement when both parents scored
high in supportive parenting.
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Mediation Effect of Mastery Goal
Our findings also revealed that both paternal and maternal
emotional warmth and behavioral guidance indirectly predicted
school engagement via mastery goal. The significant mediating
effect of mastery goal not only underlines the benefits of
mastery goal in improving students’ engagement in learning
(Elliot and Church, 1997; Wolters, 2004; Gonida et al.,
2009), but also highlights the close link between parental
parenting behaviors and mastery goal. Parental emotional
warmth and behavioral guidance offer children a sense of
emotional security and comfort, make them feel higher self-
efficacy, more likely to strive for growth (Trusty and Lampe,
1997) and foster the mastery goal (Duchesne and Ratelle,
2010; Luo et al., 2013), then engaged more in learning
(Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005; Spera, 2005). By contrast, both
parents’ harsh discipline behavior negatively but not significantly
predicted mastery goal, which is in line with previous studies
(Duchesne and Ratelle, 2010; Fletcher et al., 2012; Chen, 2015;
Diaconu-Gherasim and Mãirean, 2016). Controlling parents
tend to be more concerned with their children’s grades than
skills, they are also inclined to give excessive punishment
or praise to encourage their children to excel academically
(Gurland and Grolnick, 2005). Consequently, it is possible
that adolescents study so as to meet parents’ expectations
and to avoid harsh punishment which makes it difficult for
adolescents to develop the desire to acquiring knowledge or
improve skills based on their own motivation (Dweck, 1986;
Duchesne and Ratelle, 2010).

More importantly, all three latent interaction terms
significantly predicted school engagement via mastery goal.
Similar to the interaction effects on school engagement, both
high emotional warmth and behavioral guidance of one parent
strengthened the link between the corresponding dimension
of the other parent and mastery goal. These findings suggest
that adolescents who perceive supportive parenting behavior
from both parents are motivated to achieve higher levels of
competence than if only one parent possesses high supportive
parenting behavior. This, in turn, increases their level of school
engagement (Shim et al., 2008; Gonida et al., 2009). However,
one parent’s harsh discipline will interfere with the link between
the other parent’s harsh discipline and mastery goal. This finding
reveals the necessity of examining the interaction effect between
paternal and maternal parenting behaviors. Although both
paternal and maternal harsh discipline cannot predict mastery
goal independently, their interaction effect on mastery goal is
found, which indicates that once one parent is high dominating
and controlling, adolescents can experience relatively lower
motivation to improve their competence, and then lead to lower
school engagement.

Limitations
Limitations of this study cannot be ignored. First, due to
the constraints of time and funds, we adopted a cross-
sectional design, which inhibits the possibility to explore causal
relationships among investigated variables. Also, the idea of “the
influential child” (Davidov et al., 2015) was not addressed in

this study. According to this idea, the cognitive and behavioral
characters of adolescents may, in turn, affect the way parents
interact with them. In the future, a longitudinal study can
be conducted to understand the dynamic reciprocity between
context and learning behaviors.

Second, our results do not adequately explain the effect of
one parent’s parenting behavior on the other parent’s parenting
behavior. According to research in the field of co-parenting, one
parent’s attitude, especially the mother’s, does influence the level
of the other parent’s involvement (Yan et al., 2018). To further
explore the dynamics of parental parenting behavior, a future
study can explore how the parenting behavior of fathers and
mothers influence each other.

Finally, all index variables of this study were self-report which
may lead to biased results even though large samples were used
to reduce the bias. A research setting based on multiple reporting
agents will be used in the future.

Implications for Practice, Application,
and Theory
The results of this study have important implications for
practice, application, and theory. First, by exploring the
interactions between similar parenting behavior of both fathers
and mothers, this study found significant joint effects for the
parenting behavior of both parents. The interaction patterns of
strengthening and interfering seem to indicate that the positive
effect of supportive parenting behavior has no upper limit, while
the negative effect of non-supportive parenting behavior does.
Adolescents can benefit more when both parents are supportive,
while their learning motivation and behavior can be affected
negatively once one parent is excessive harsh and controlling.
This result underlines that both parents are important for
parenting, and both of them should try to be more supportive.
However, many parents in China always hold different attitudes
to their offspring, one plays the villain, and the other plays
the hero. This collaborative parenting approach may be not
good for the child.

Second, this study showed that behavioral guidance is a
parenting behavior that should not be ignored in Chinese culture.
Future studies should focus more on the special parenting
culture of China.

Finally, mastery goal played a significant mediating role, which
supports the importance of children developing competence.
To cultivate adolescents’ involvement in learning, it’s necessary
for both parenting programs aimed at promoting the usage of
supportive parenting behaviors and adolescent programs aimed
at guide adolescents to focus more on their self-improvement.

CONCLUSION

The present study made a contribution to the family system
theory and the self-system model of motivational development.
Specifically, paternal and maternal emotional warmth, behavioral
guidance can produce both unique and interaction effects on
school engagement through motivating adolescents to develop
competence. For the interaction effects, one parent’s supportive
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patenting can intensify the positive role of the other parent’s.
However, paternal and maternal harsh discipline can only
produce an interaction effect on school engagement via inhibiting
the formation of mastery goal. The risk of parental harsh
discipline seems to exist a ceiling effect, but it needs to be further
tested in future research.
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Child and Adolescent Social Adaptive 
Functioning Scale: Factorial 
Invariance, Latent Mean Differences, 
and Its Impact on School Refusal 
Behavior in Spanish Children
Carolina Gonzálvez1*    , Cándido J. Inglés2, Ainhoa Martínez-Palau1, Ricardo Sanmartín1* , 
María Vicent1 and José M. García-Fernández1

1 Department of Developmental Psychology and Didactics, University of Alicante, Alicante, Spain, 2 Department of Health 
Psychology, Miguel Hernandez University of Elche, Elche, Spain

This study aims to examine the factorial invariance and latent mean differences across 
gender of the Spanish version of the Child and Adolescent Social Adaptive Functioning 
Scale (Study 1) and to value the function of social functioning as a protective ability of 
school refusal behavior (Study 2). Participants were Spanish students aged 8–12 years 
carefully chosen by simple random cluster, 345 for the first study (M = 9.17; SD = 1.03) 
and 1,032 students for the second study (M = 10.02; SD = 1.77). The measures used 
were the Child and Adolescent Social Adaptive Functioning Scale (CASAFS) and the 
School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (SRAS-R). Results about the validation of the 
scale supported the model proposed in this study for the CASAFS, with 15 items and a 
four-factor structure (school performance, peer relationships, family relationships, and 
home duties/self-care). Findings revealed invariance across gender for this model and 
good internal consistency levels were exhibited in each of the four dimensions of the 
CASAFS (0.76, 0.72, 0.74, and 0.71). Latent mean differences did not report differences 
between boys and girls. Regarding the second study, the social functioning acted as a 
protective factor of school refusal behavior by negatively and significantly predicting high 
scores in school refusal behavior due to anxiety symptoms or feelings of negative affect 
linked to the obligation to attend school. Opposite results were found for those students 
who justify their refusal to attend school in pursuing tangible reinforcements outside the 
school setting. These findings strengthen the reliability and validity of the CASAFS and 
the idea of social functioning as a person’s ability which could prevent school refusal 
behavior is discussed.

Keywords: social functioning, validation, factorial invariance, latent mean differences, school refusal behavior, 
primary education, Spain
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INTRODUCTION

Social functioning is understood as a set of different dimensions, 
known as social cognition, social skills and interactions, and 
social behaviors (Beauchamp and Anderson, 2010). Therefore, 
social functioning refers to a wide construct encompassing 
cognitive, emotional, and linguistic skills (Crowe et  al., 2011). 
Social functioning difficulties are related with different sorts 
of psychological disorders, both internalizing problems such 
as depression (Vuthiarpa et al., 2012) or anxiety (Alfano, 2012; 
Essau et al., 2012), and externalizing problems such as conduct 
disorders (Renouf et  al., 1997). Therefore, it is necessary to 
be  able of using social functioning measures to identify social 
and adaptive functioning deficits in the early stages of human 
development. However, the development of measures evaluating 
social functioning through precise indicators has received scant 
attention. In this regard, the Child and Adolescent Social and 
Adaptive Functioning Scale (CASAFS; Spence et  al., 2000) is 
a self-report measure specifically developed to examine the 
social and adaptive functioning of young people in the areas 
of school performance, peer relationship, family relationship, 
and home duties/self-care. Price et  al. (2002) examined its 
psychometric properties in 1,478 Australian adolescents 
(M  =  12.85; SD  =  0.54). The results reported good internal 
consistency (α  =  0.81) and moderate test-retest reliability 
(r = 0.58) of the CASAFS. In this study, girls obtained significantly 
higher scores than boys on the peer relationships and the 
home duties/self-care subscales. Despite these findings, no 
further investigations have proved its psychometric properties 
in other cultures.

In recent years, social functioning has become more relevant 
due to its influence on social competence (McQuade et  al., 
2013), as well as on other variables related to the academic 
field such as school performance (Gutiérrez et  al., 2011). A 
large number of investigations reveal a positive relationship 
between social-emotional competence and academic success 
(Miller et  al., 2005; Talwar et  al., 2017; Vicent et  al., 2017). 
At the same time, there is empirical evidence to suggest that 
antisocial behavior is a statistically significant and positive 
predictor of school failure (Raine et  al., 2006). This is why 
social functioning is considered as an important variable 
involved in school adaptation (Duncan et  al., 2007; 
Furguerle and Graterol, 2010; Fernández-Zabala et  al., 2016).

Despite the existing works about social functioning as a 
variable that facilitates an adequate socio-emotional adjustment, 
the theoretical revision shows the scarcity of works that have 
analyzed its role as a protective factor of school problems 
that affect the current society. School refusal behavior is 
included among the mentioned issues and it is referred to a 
child’s refusal to go to school regularly or the persistent 
difficulty of staying in school (Kearney, 2016). In the last few 
years, most of the studies that have analyzed the relationship 
between school refusal and different personality traits and 
emotional states have chosen variables that fundamentally have 
a negative impact on school attendance problems. The findings 
of these studies reveal that school refusal is associated with 
higher scores in anxiety (Kearney and Albano, 2004; 

Gonzálvez et al., 2018a), depression (Egger et al., 2003; Gonzálvez 
et al., 2018b) or pessimism (Gonzálvez et al., 2018c). However, 
this work pretends to analyze the impact of a variable, social 
functioning, whose high levels are expected to have a positive 
effect and lead to lower school refusal rates.

Few previous studies have considered the relationship between 
school refusal behavior and social functioning understood as 
a multidimensional construct that includes school performance, 
home duties/self-care, and the relationship with family and 
friends. In fact, just one has been recently found in which 
the relationship between four different school refusal behavior 
profiles and social functioning was analyzed (Gonzálvez et  al., 
2019). In this study, the non-school refusers group achieved 
the highest average scores in social functioning. On the other 
hand, other variables related to social functioning (e.g., social 
skills) have been analyzed in the field of school attendance 
problems. Specifically, Egger et  al. (2003) noted that students 
who refuse to attend school or present anxiety disorders often 
have poor interpersonal relationships.

The consequences of not attending school on a long-term 
basis generate a decrease in the levels of social functioning 
(Havik et  al., 2015). For this reason, individuals presenting 
school attendance problems are more prone to present 
problems during social situations, particularly when making 
and keeping friends (Wilson et  al., 2008; Carroll, 2011; 
Gonzálvez et  al., 2016). In this sense, there are studies that 
suggest that having good friends can prevent the appearance 
of school refusal (Shilvock, 2010; Havik et  al., 2014). In 
addition, they prove that the difficulty of attending school 
could be  caused by showing poor stability in different social 
situations (Havik et  al., 2015).

Despite these gains, no previous studies have presented the 
Spanish validated version of the CASAFS or have analyzed 
the predictive capability of social functioning on school refusal 
behavior. These two limitations intend to be  solved by this 
work. On the one hand, it will offer for the first time the 
validation of the CASAFS in a different cultural environment, 
specifically Spanish children. On the other hand, it will check 
the influence of social functioning on the manifestation of 
school non-attendance problems. Therefore, the purpose of the 
present study is twofold. First, it attempts to test the factorial 
invariance of the Spanish version of the CASAFS with Spanish 
children from third to six grade of Primary Education. Second, 
it purports to value the function of social functioning as a 
protective ability of school refusal behavior. In particular, this 
study aims (1) to check if it replicates the four-factor structure 
of the CASAFS, (2) to test its reliability, (3) to determine the 
factorial invariance of the CASAFS across gender, (4) to analyze 
the latent mean differences across gender, and (5) to determine 
the relationship between social functioning and school 
refusal behavior.

Taking into account the findings reported by previous studies, 
it is expected that:

Hypothesis 1. The Spanish version of the CASAFS presents 
the four-dimensional structure (Spence et  al., 2000; 
Price et al., 2002).
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Hypothesis 2. The Spanish version of the CASAFS 
obtains adequate coefficients of internal consistency in 
accordance with the previous studies (Spence et al., 2000; 
Price et al., 2002).

Hypothesis 3. It remains invariant across gender.

Hypothesis 4. It reports differences across gender with 
girls achieving higher social functioning scores than 
boys (Price et al., 2002).

Hypothesis 5. Students with high social functioning 
scores obtain the lowest scores in school refusal behavior 
(Duncan et  al., 2007; Furguerle and Graterol, 2010; 
Fernández-Zabala et al., 2016).

Hypothesis 6. Social functioning acts as a statistically 
significant predictor in a negative sense of high scores 
in school refusal behavior (Gonzálvez et al., 2019).

STUDY 1

Validation, factorial invariance, and latent mean differences 
across gender for the CASAFS in Spanish children population.

Method
Participants
At the beginning, this study included 397 children recruited 
by random cluster sampling in the province of Alicante 
(geographical areas: center, north, south, east, and west). In 
the selection process, six urban and rural schools were chosen. 
Some of the initial sample participants were removed because 
they did not deliver the paternal consent to collaborate in 
the research (N  =  24), they had omissions when completing 
the questionnaires (N  =  21) and they had an insufficient 
language proficiency to understand the Spanish (N = 17). Thus, 
the final sample comprised a normative sample of 345 Spanish 
children aged 8–12  years (M  =  9.17; SD  =  1.03), of which 
43.8% were boys and 56.2% were girls. Uniform distribution 
across gender and age was revealed according to the χ2 test 
(χ2  =  7.04, p  =  0.07).

Childhood socioeconomic status was determined according 
to parental occupation (employed or unemployed) and education 
background (primary, secondary or higher education). The 
sample included families with different socioeconomic status 
but with a predominance of middle-class children (67% employed 
families and 21% primary education; 48% secondary education; 
31% higher education).

Measure
Child and Adolescent Social Adaptive Functioning Scale 
(CASAFS; Spence et  al., 2000). The CASAFS is a self-report 
measure that assesses social functioning in children and 
adolescents understood as the degree to which an individual 
fulfills various roles in his or her life. This scale is composed 

by 24 items distributed in four subscales: School Performance 
(SP; e.g., “I get good marks in social science and/or history”), 
Peer Relationships (PR; e.g., “I have at least one or two special 
friends”), Family Relationships (FR; e.g., “I get on well with 
my relatives”), and Home Duties/Self-care (HD; e.g., “I help 
with the cleaning up after meals”). Items are scored on a four-
point Likert-type scale (1  =  Never; 4  =  Always). Family 
relationship items included a fifth scoring category stating 
“does not apply to me” in case of those individuals without 
siblings or one of their parents. The instrument has shown 
adequate levels of internal consistency (0.67–0.81) and a test-
retest reliability with a 12-month interval of 0.48–0.63 (Price 
et  al., 2002). Construct validity of this measure was supported 
by a negative and significant correlation found between the 
total CASAFS scores and total scores on the Beck Depression 
Inventory (BDI; Beck et  al., 1961; Price et  al., 2002).

The back-translation method was used to translate this scale 
to Spanish. First, the CASAFS items were translated from 
English to Spanish by a translator who was a native speaker 
with knowledge in the field and university studies in English 
translation. Then, the Spanish version of the CASAFS 
was translated back into the source language by an independent 
translator who was a native English speaker with Spanish 
knowledge and studies in Psychology. Finally, the two source-
language versions were then compared.

Procedure
First, an interview was conducted with the principals of the 
centers explaining the aims of the investigation and describing 
the evaluation instrument. Once they accepted their participation, 
legal custodians were asked for the written informed consent. 
After collecting the authorizations during 2 weeks, students 
anonymously and collectively completed the instrument in a 
20-min session during school hours, at least one of the researchers 
was always present to solve doubts. Once the instrument was 
applied, all the groups (students, families, teachers, and principals) 
were thanked for participating and the research group undertook 
to send a report with the results and orientations about 
educational support. Besides, the study followed the ethics 
standards established by the Declaration of Helsinki and the 
research study protocol was approved by the Ethical Committee 
of the University of Alicante (UA-2017-09-05).

Statistical Analyses
A Confirmatory Factorial Analysis (CFA) was carried out to 
test the dimensional structure of the CASAFS and consider 
its adequacy in Spanish children. The robust Maximum 
Likelihood method was used. No multivariate normality was 
identified according to Mardia’s coefficient (17.57) (Bentler, 
2005) and as a consequence, the Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2 
(S-Bχ2) was used. Four goodness-of-fit indexes were considered: 
the Robust Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(R-RMSEA) with scores lower than 0.08 considered acceptable 
and lower than 0.06 excellent; the Robust Comparative Fit 
Index (R-CFI) with scores equal or greater than 0.90 considered 
acceptable and larger than 0.95 good fit; the Standardized 
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Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) with scores close to 0.08 
considered acceptable and lower than 0.05 good fit; and the 
Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) with scores equal or greater than 
0.90 considered acceptable (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Brown, 
2006). In addition, the internal consistency of the CASAFS 
was obtained through Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and a classic 
item analysis was carried out.

Second, the configural, measurement and structural 
invariance of the own model of the CASAFS across gender 
was performed by Multigroup Confirmatory Factorial Analysis 
(MGCFA). In accordance with the scores obtained in the 
Mardia’s coefficient (>5), the S-Bχ2 was consequently used. 
Several hierarchical steps were followed and the goodness-
of-fit indexes were calculated along with the following invariance 
criteria: the adjusted Satorra-Bentler Chi-square difference 
(ΔS-Bχ2: p  >  0.05) and the ΔCFI (ΔCFI < 0.01). The latent 
mean differences across gender were performed with the 
Critical Ratio statistic (CR). Statistical analyses were calculated 
using the IBM SPSS Statistics Base 22.0 and the multivariate 
software EQS 6.1.

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Reliability
Table 1 presents the CFA results for the original model and 
the own model proposed by this research group. It was the 
own model which reported the best goodness-of-fit indexes, 
which were higher than 0.90 for R-CFI (0.989) and TLI (0.986) 
and with an excellent value for R-RMSEA (0.016) and SRMR 
(0.065). This model supports the four-factor structure of the 
CASAFS after removing nine items and establishing item 
correlations. As a result, a final structure formed by 15 items 
of the CASAFS is proposed: School Performance (SP): 1, 5, 
9, 13, and 21; Peer Relationships (PR): 14, 18, and 22; Family 
Relationships (FR): 7, 15, and 19; Home Duties/Self-care (HD): 
8, 12, 16, and 24.

Cronbach’s alpha values for each of the four factors were 
0.76 (SP), 0.72 (PR), 0.74 (FR), and 0.71 (HD).

Classical Item Analysis
Item means ranged between 1.89 (item 5) and 2.76 (item 15) 
and the standard deviation ranged between 0.58 (item 15) 
and 1.04 (item 22). The item-test correlation coefficients ranged 
from 0.33 (item 14) to 0.57 (item 13). The items that did not 
reach a correlation coefficient of 0.30 were deleted. Thus, the 
CASAFS is composed by 15 items related to the functioning 
and social adaptation of children.

The items-subscales correlation coefficients ranged from 0.61 
(item 9) to 0.76 (item 13) in the first factor (SP), from 0.65 
(item 14) to 0.73 (item 22) in the second factor (PR), from 
0.71 (item 19) to 0.76 (item 15) in the third factor (FR), and 
from 0.59 (item 16) to 0.80 (item 12) in the fourth factor (HD). 
The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the questionnaire, 
if an item is removed, oscillates between 0.70 and 0.72.

Factorial Validity and Invariance Across Gender
Table 2 shows the measurement and structural invariance across 
gender by performing different multigroup analyses. The baseline 
model (Model 0), with no constraints, revealed adequate 
goodness-of-fit for the TLI, R-CFI, R-RMSEA, and SRMR 
indexes. The model 1, obtained after imposing constraints in 
the factor loadings of Model 0, revealed acceptable goodness-
of-fit indexes also. Consecutively, the equality of intercepts 
was fixed in Model 1 and a new model was obtained (Model 2) 
with adequate goodness-of-fit indexes. The strict invariance, 
represented by the Model 3 obtained satisfactory goodness-
of-fit indexes also concluding thus the measurement invariance. 
Finally, the structural invariance (Model 4), which constrains 
the variances and covariances of factors in Model 2, obtained 
satisfactory goodness-of-fit indexes. All the ΔS-Bχ2 of the 
different models showed no statistically significant differences 
(p  >  0.05), and the ΔCFI values were lower than 0.01. These 
data confirm the measurement and structural invariance of 
the CASAFS across gender.

Latent Mean Differences Across Gender
To compare the differences in social functioning across gender, 
boys acted as the gender reference group (see Table 3). Reasonable 
goodness-of-fit indexes were obtained for both groups across 
gender (χ2  =  267.016, d.f. = 182, p  <  0.000, R-CFI  =  0.929, 
R-RMSEA  =  0.037, CI  =  0.016–0.052, and SRMR  =  0.077). 
Not statistically significant differences were found across gender 
in the CASAFS scores.

Discussion
The aim of the first study was to carry out the validation 
of the CASAFS in a sample of Spanish children. As expected, 
the CFA supported the four-factor structure of the scale 
(Hypothesis 1), coinciding with the previous models (Spence 
et  al., 2000; Price et  al., 2002). Regarding the reliability, the 
second hypothesis was confirmed because the CASAFS reported 
adequate levels of reliability, which ranged from 0.76 (SP) 
to 0.71 (HD). In this sense, these values are considered to 

TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analyses: goodness-of-fit indexes of the statistic models of the CASAFS.

S-Bχ2 df R-RMSEA 90% CI SRMR R-CFI TLI

Original model 355.9596 246 0.051 (0.039, 0.062) 0.083 0.818 0.796
Own model 83.4619 80 0.016 (0.000, 0.046) 0.065 0.989 0.986

Original model: Price et al. (2002); S-Bχ2, Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2; df, degrees of freedom; R-RMSEA, robust root mean square error of approximation; CI, confidence interval; 
SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; R-CFI, robust comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker Lewis index.
p < 0.001 for S-Bχ2 in all cases.
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be  acceptable because they are equal or greater than 0.70 
according to Prieto and Delgado (2010). In addition, the MCFA 
confirmed the configural, measurement, and structural invariance 
of the proposed model by this research for the CASAFS across 
gender, so the third hypothesis was also accepted. With regard 
to the results about the latent mean differences across gender, 
initial expectations have not been met (Hypothesis 4). In this 
study, no significant differences were found between boys and 
girls in social functioning. Despite relatively few studies that 
have analyzed the differences across gender in social functioning, 
higher scores were associated to girls (Price et  al., 2002; Bree, 
2004). However, these findings might be  justified by the fact 
that in previous studies these differences were examined with 
adolescents’ samples whereas in this investigation are children. 
Moreover, the school and family environment of the children 
of the current research could explain these results.

STUDY 2

Social functioning as a protective factor of school refusal 
behavior: mean differences and predictive capability.

Method
Participants
The sample was recruited by random cluster sampling in four 
Spanish cities: Alicante, Albacete, Murcia, and Seville. Five 
different geographical areas were considered (center, north, 
south, east, and west) in the selection process. Finally, 16 town and 

rural schools were chosen (11 public, 3 concerted, and 2 private 
schools), in which four classes per center were randomly selected 
and an average participation rate of 61 students per school 
was reached.

The final sample included a normative sample of 1,032 
students, after excluding 62 contributions for presenting mistakes 
and omissions during the fulfillment of the tests or for not 
having the written consent of their legal tutors. Ages of these 
participants ranged from 8 to 12 years (M = 10.02; SD = 1.77). 
Uniform distribution across gender and age was revealed 
according to the χ2 test for uniform (χ2  =  3.04, p  =  0.31).

The socioeconomic status was determined according to 
parental occupation (employed or unemployed) and education 
background (primary, secondary or higher education). The 
sample included families with different socioeconomic status 
but with a predominance of middle-class children (73% employed 
families and 26% primary education; 51% secondary education; 
33% higher education).

Measures
Child and Adolescent Social Adaptive Functioning Scale 
(CASAFS; Spence et  al., 2000). Its characteristics and 
psychometric properties have been explained before. In this 
study, the coefficients of internal consistency were 0.75 (SP), 
0.70 (PR), 0.71 (FR), and 0.73 (HD) for each of the four 
factors, respectively.

School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (SRAS-R; Kearney, 
2002). The SRAS-R is a self-report measure designed to identify 
the primary function that explains school refusal behavior 
through four dimensions: I. Avoidance of stimuli that provoke 
negative affectivity (e.g., “How often do you  stay away from 
school because you  will feel sad or depressed if you  go?”),  
II. Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative situations (e.g., 
“How often do you stay away from places in school (e.g., hallways, 
places where certain groups of people are) where you  would 
have to talk to someone?”), III. Pursuit of attention from 
significant others (e.g., “How much would you  rather be  with 
your family than go to school?”), and IV. Pursuit of tangible 
reinforcement outside of school (e.g., “When you  are not in 
school during the week (Monday to Friday), how often do 
you  leave the house and do something fun?”). The SRAS-R 
includes 24 items with a seven-point Likert-type scale (0 = Never; 
6  =  Always). Both the original and revised version have 

TABLE 2 | Goodness-of-fit indexes for the own model of the CASAFS depending on gender.

χ2 S-Bχ2 df TLI R-CFI R-RMSEA SRMR ΔS-Bχ2 (Δdf, p) ΔCFI

Boys 95.866 81.5334 80 0.989 0.991 0.016 (0.000, 0.068) 0.066
Girls 118.894 91.7004 80 0.902 0.925 0.039 (0.000, 0.071) 0.077
Model 0 214.773 175.1688 160 0.940 0.954 0.024 (0.000, 0.043) 0.072
Model 1 227.068 182.8608 171 0.952 0.961 0.021 (0.000, 0.041) 0.072 8.36 (11, 0.680) 0.007
Model 2 232.496 190.3151 186 0.938 0.952 0.017 (0.000, 0.039) 0.072 5.48 (15, 0.987) −0.009
Model 3 254.095 206.8305 205 0.949 0.959 0.014 (0.000, 0.036) 0.078 16.67 (19, 0.613) 0.007
Model 4 238.373 197.0030 196 0.954 0.961 0.014 (0.000, 0.036) 0.078 5.91 (10, 0.823) 0.009

Model 0 = free model; Model 1 = Model 0 with factor loadings; Model 2 = Model 1 with intercepts; Model 3 = Model 2 with error variances; Model 4 = Model 2 with variances and 
covariance factors; S-Bχ2, Satorra-Bentler χ2 scaled; df, degrees of freedom; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; R-CFI, robust comparative fit index; R-RMSEA, robust root mean square error 
of approximation; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; ΔCFI, comparative fit index difference test; ΔS-Bχ2, χ2 difference model comparison test; Δdf, difference between 
degrees of freedom.

TABLE 3 | Latent mean differences across gender in the CASAFS.

CASAFS

SP PR FR HD

Boys (reference)
Girls
Mean estimate (ME) −0.008 −0.019 −0.016 0.131
Standard error (SE) 0.099 0.066 0.083 0.116
Critical ratio (CR) −0.085 −0.287 −0.191 1.126

SP, school performance; PR, peer relationship; FR, family relationship; HD, home 
duties/self-care.
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demonstrated adequate psychometric properties obtaining 
Cronbach alpha values for the SRAS-R that ranged from 0.74 
(Factor IV) to 0.87 (Factor III) (Kearney, 2006).

In this study, the Spanish version of the SRAS-R was used 
with a structure of 18 items divided into the four factors 
mentioned above (Gonzálvez et al., 2016). Adequate coefficients 
of internal consistency were found with a range from 0.70 
(Factor I) to 0.87 (Factor III). Correlation coefficients of scores 
of the SRAS-R revealed a predictable pattern between school 
refusal behavior and positive/negative affect and optimism/
pessimism. Specifically, Gonzálvez et al. (2016) revealed positive 
and significant correlations between the first three factors and 
the total score of the SRAS-R with negative affect and pessimism. 
In this study, the coefficients of internal consistency were 0.77 
(Factor I), 0.78 (Factor II), 0.73 (Factor III), and 0.71 (Factor IV) 
for each of the four dimensions, respectively.

Procedure
First, an interview with the principals of the centers was carried 
out and written informed consent was requested from the 
parents. Participants anonymously and collectively completed 
the instruments in a 45-min session during school hours (5 min 
presentation and detailed guidance to complete the instruments, 
15–20  min the CASAFS, and 15–20  min the SRAS-R).

Statistical Analyses
The Student’s t test was used to examine the differences in 
the mean scores of students with high and low school refusal 
behavior depending on the social functioning. In accordance 
with the values proposed by Cohen (1988) to interpret the 
magnitude of the effect sizes, three levels were differentiated: 
small (0.20  <  d  <  0.50), moderate (0.51  <  d <. 0.79), and 
large (d  ≥  0.80).

Binary logistic regression process was used to analyze the 
predictive capability of the social functioning on high scores 
in school refusal behavior. The OR statistic based on Wald’s 
statistic was used to interpret the results: scores greater than 
one showed a positive prediction, scores smaller than one 
indicated negative predictions, and scores equal to one showed 
no prediction. In this case, only the IBM SPSS Statistics Base 
22.0 was used.

Results
Mean Differences
Differentiating between students with high and low school 
refusal behavior scores, Table 4 presents the mean scores 
of these two groups across social functioning. Students with 
low scores in the first three factors of the SRAS-R obtained 
higher scores in three dimensions of social functioning 
(school performance, peer relationships, and family 
relationships) than their peers with high scores. The magnitude 
of the differences found were small and moderate, ranging 
between 0.22 and 0.73.

In contrast to these findings, students with high scores in 
school refusal behavior for the fourth factor (IV. tangible 
reinforcements) achieved higher scores in the four dimensions 
of social functioning than their companions with low scores, 
and the size of the differences found was large for the subscales 
school performance and peer relationships (d = 0.85, d = 0.95, 
respectively), moderate for family relationships (d  =  0.55), and 
small for home duties/self-care (d  =  0.40).

Predictive Capability
Logistic regression results are presented in Table 5. The percentage 
of cases correctly classified ranged from 63% (χ2  =  30.58; 
p  =  <0.001) for the third factor of the SRAS-R to 78.6% 

TABLE 4 | Differences in social functioning in students with high and low scores in school refusal.

Variables Levene’s test Low score High score Statistics

F p M SD M SD t df p d

SP I SRAS-R 0.69 0.405 15.31 2.88 13.16 3.04 9.97 760 <0.001 0.73
II SRAS-R 21.87 0.000 15.09 2.64 14.05 3.22 9.30 663.89 <0.001 0.35
III SRAS-R 0.41 0.519 15.25 2.96 14.00 3.09 5.09 628 <0.001 0.41
IV SRAS-R 4.41 0.036 12.92 2.63 15.25 2.80 −9.28 290.04 <0.001 0.85

PR I SRAS-R 0.44 0.504 15.29 3.18 14.21 2.95 4.87 760 <0.001 0.35
II SRAS-R 9.82 0.002 15.83 2.73 14.05 3.22 7.86 683.80 <0.001 0.59
III SRAS-R 0.09 0.753 15.56 3.11 14.63 3.08 3.71 628 <0.001 0.30
IV SRAS-R 0.52 0.468 13.42 2.55 16.11 2.91 −10.18 586 <0.001 0.95

FR I SRAS-R 18.69 0.000 16.24 2.52 14.57 2.95 8.39 755.50 <0.001 0.61
II SRAS-R 25.80 0.000 16.18 2.47 14.21 3.25 8.97 666.10 <0.001 0.68
III SRAS-R 0.11 0.744 15.81 2.92 15.18 2.89 2.71 628 <0.001 0.22
IV SRAS-R 28.85 0.000 15.00 2.83 16.31 2.20 −5.26 226.18 <0.001 0.55

HD I SRAS-R 1.14 0.286 14.44 4.49 13.90 4.24 1.68 760 0.092 –
II SRAS-R 2.05 0.152 14.70 4.52 13.90 4.17 2.44 688 0.015 0.18
III SRAS-R 0.14 0.702 14.31 4.45 14.27 4.60 0.10 628 0.914 –
IV SRAS-R 1.51 0.220 13.84 4.33 15.38 3.68 −4.26 586 <0.001 0.40

SP, school performance; PR, peer relationships; FR, family relationships; HD, home duties/self-care; SRAS-R, school refusal assessment scale-revised; I SRAS-R, avoidance of 
stimuli that provoke negative affectivity; II SRAS-R, escape from aversive social and/or evaluative situations; III SRAS-R, pursuit of attention from significant others; IV SRAS-R, 
pursuit of tangible reinforcement outside of school.

36

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Gonzálvez et al. Social Functioning and School Refusal Behavior

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 August 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1894

(χ2  =  139.00; p  =  <0.001) for the fourth factor of the SRAS-R. 
Besides, R2 de Nagelkerke ranged between 0.07 (Factor III) 
and 0.31 (Factor IV).

The value of the OR revealed that two dimensions of social 
functioning (school performance and family relationships) acted 
as negative predictors of high scores in school refusal behavior 
for the factors I, II, and III of the SRAS-R. Similarly, peer 
relationship also acted as a negative and statistically significant 
predictor of high scores in school refusal behavior but only 
for the second factor of the SRAS-R.

With regard to the fourth subscale of school refusal behavior, 
the dimensions of school performance, peer relationships, 
and home duties/self-care acted as positive and statistically 
significant predictors of high scores for this factor. Thus, for 
each point that the scores increased in those dimensions the 
probability of presenting high school refusal behavior based 
on pursuing tangible reinforcements outside of school was 
increased. In contrast, the family relationship dimension acted 
as a negative and significant predictor of high scores based 
on the fourth factor of the SRAS-R with a value for the OR 
of 0.89.

Discussion
In the second study, the aim was to determine the role of 
social functioning as a protective factor of school refusal 
behavior. Specifically, we examined the differences in the mean 
scores of students with high and low school refusal behavior 
depending on the social functioning and analyzed the predictive 
capability of the social functioning on high scores in school 
refusal behavior.

The results found supported the hypotheses formulated for 
the first three factors of SRAS-R, finding that socially skillful 
behavior acts as a protective factor of school refusal behavior. 

However, the evidence found did not support the initial 
hypotheses for the fourth factor.

On the one hand, those students who experience negative 
emotions and affectivity (anxiety, social anxiety, separation anxiety 
or fear of negative evaluation) to the obligation to attend school 
have reported lower scores on social functioning. Specifically, 
those students with high scores in school refusal behavior based 
on the first three factors of SRAS-R, which are associated with 
feelings of negative affectivity, social anxiety, evaluation worries, 
and pursuing attention, showed low scores in the following 
dimensions of social functioning: school performance, peer 
relationships, and family relationships. These results are in 
accordance with the fifth hypothesis. In turn, these dimensions 
of social functioning acted as negative predictors of high scores 
in school refusal behavior, confirming the sixth hypothesis. These 
findings are in line with results by Gonzálvez et  al. (2019), 
who identified that school refusers by mixed reinforcement 
profile, characterized by high scores in the first three factors 
of the SRAS-R, scored the lowest scores on social functioning 
in comparison with the rest of profiles. It is common for students 
with this type of school refusal to experience difficulties in 
social interaction, expressing poor interpersonal skills, and 
avoiding aversive social situations or evaluations (Egger et  al., 
2003; Kearney and Albano, 2004; Jones and Suveg, 2015). In 
these cases, the acquisition of skills that promote effective social 
behavior would act as a positive factor against school refusal.

On the other hand, children who refuse to attend school 
because of pursuing tangible reinforcements outside the school 
(Factor IV) got opposite results. In this case, students with 
high school refusal behavior scored higher on all the dimensions 
of social functioning. Besides, logistic analyses revealed that 
three of the dimensions that formed part of the social functioning 
construct (school performance, peer relationships, and home 

TABLE 5 | Logistic regression model for the probability of presenting high school refusal behavior depending on the social functioning.

SRAS-R CASAFS χ2 R2 B ET Wald p OR CI 95%

I SRAS-R Correctly classified: 66.9% 117.01 0.19
SP −0.19 0.03 45.43 <0.001 0.82 0.77–0.87
FR −0.15 0.03 22.36 <0.001 0.86 0.81–0.92

Constant 5.18 0.55 88.31 <0.001 178.42
II SRAS-R Correctly classified: 64.9% 121.57 0.22

SP −0.15 0.03 24.86 <0.001 0.86 0.81–0.91
PR −0.11 0.03 13.13 <0.001 0.90 0.85–0.95
FR −0.13 0.04 14.19 <0.001 0.88 0.82–0.94

Constant 5.78 0.60 91.95 <0.001 326.34
III SRAS-R Correctly classified: 63% 30.58 0.07

SP −0.11 0.03 16.12 <0.001 0.89 0.84–0.94
FR −0.06 0.03 4.65 0.031 0.94 0.89–0.99

Constant 2.99 0.52 32.85 <0.001 19.86
IV SRAS-R Correctly classified: 78.6% 139.00 0.31

SP 0.26 0.05 31.94 <0.001 1.29 1.18–1.41
PR 0.29 0.04 50.14 <0.001 1.33 1.23–1.45
FR −0.11 0.06 4.19 0.041 0.89 0.80–0.99
HD 0.07 0.03 6.89 0.009 1.07 1.01–1.39

Constant −6.22 0.81 58.28 <0.001 0.01

SP, school performance; PR, peer relationships; FR, family relationships; HD, home duties/self-care; SRAS-R, school refusal assessment scale-revised; I SRAS-R, avoidance of 
stimuli that provoke negative affectivity; II SRAS-R, escape from aversive social and/or evaluative situations; III SRAS-R, pursuit of attention from significant others; IV SRAS-R, 
pursuit of tangible reinforcement outside of school.
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duties/self-care) acted as positive predictors of high scores in 
school refusal behavior. This result is also consistent with 
Gonzálvez et  al. (2019) findings in which the school refusal 
behavior profile with high scores in the fourth factor of the 
SRAS-R obtained together with the non-refusal group the 
highest scores in social functioning. However, having not found 
more previous investigations in this field, it is necessary to 
expand the research in order to check which perception of 
reality these students show and contrast it through multi-source 
studies including teachers and relatives. With this type of works, 
responses based on thoughts that do not fit with the real 
context could be  detected and alternative explanations could 
be  proposed (Holmbeck et  al., 2002). On the contrary, the 
probability of presenting high scores in school refusal for the 
fourth factor was lower as scores increased in family relationships. 
In this case, the consolidation of a favorable relationship with 
family members would act as a protective factor of school 
refusal, coinciding with those investigations that highlight the 
protective influence exerted by an adequate family context 
(parenting style, family structure, and climate) on school refusal 
(Bahali et  al., 2011; Carless et  al., 2015).

CONCLUSIONS

Scientific literature review indicates the need to validate specific 
instruments that evaluate the adaptive social functioning in 
new cultural contexts (Price et  al., 2002). In this sense, the 
present investigation offers the first Spanish validation of the 
CASAFS and demonstrates the solvency and effectiveness of 
this scale to assess this variable in Spanish children population. 
Moreover, this study is framed within a new perspective that 
seeks to identify which factors act as protectors of school 
refusal behavior. The negative to attend school has been 
commonly associated with internalizing problems such as anxiety 
or depression (Heyne et  al., 2011; Richards and Hadwin, 2011; 
Gonzálvez et  al., 2018a,b), externalizing problems such as 
disruptive behaviors (Egger et  al., 2003; Maynard et  al., 2012) 
and low academic performance (Barry et  al., 2010; Yahaya 
et al., 2010; Thornton et al., 2013). From these data, the interest 
in detecting those variables that negatively affect students who 
refuse or show difficulties to attend school is evident. However, 
this study pretended to overcome this view by offering the 
first results about the role of social functioning as a protective 
factor of school refusal behavior.

Despite these findings, this study has some limitations 
that must be mentioned. First, for achieving a more exhaustive 
validation of the CASAFS, additional studies are required 
to verify the temporal stability of this measure and the 
convergence validity between this scale and other similar 
instruments. Second, the little scientific research evaluating 
the relationship between social functioning and school refusal 
behavior does not allow generalizing these findings. Therefore, 
it is necessary that future studies expand the study of the 
relationship between these variables in order to provide 
greater consistency and validity to the results found. In 
addition, this study only analyzes information provided by 

students through two self-report measures. In order to avoid 
responses conditioned by the subjective view of the students, 
it is proposed that future works include opinions of teachers 
and parents as well as the use of different evaluation tools 
(e.g., interviews or observational instruments). On the other 
hand, although the number of participants constitutes a 
representative sample of the stage of primary education, it 
is not possible to generalize the results obtained to other 
ages. Therefore, it is proposed to develop future analysis in 
higher educational stages. Additionally, this study was carried 
out with students who regularly attend school. This preventive 
approach is useful but it would be  interesting comparing 
these findings with students who have school attendance 
problems. Other relevant academic factors such as school 
performance and school attendance rates should be considered 
in future works to evaluate their impact on school refusal 
behavior. Finally, it would be  convenient to carry out 
longitudinal studies that allow knowing the evolution of these 
results over time.

Practical implications for the health educational and 
psychological field are derived from the results obtained. 
Regarding the assessment, this study provides the first validation 
of the CASAFS in Spanish language. Therefore, it offers a 
specific instrument to evaluate the social functioning skills as 
a prevention mechanism because several studies have suggested 
that deficits in social functioning are associated with psychological 
problems such as anxiety, depression or conduct disorders 
(Alfano, 2012; Essau et al., 2012; Vuthiarpa et al., 2012; García-
Fernández et  al., 2017). It is important, as Price et  al. (2002) 
indicate, that reliable and valid assessment tools for social 
functioning are developed. In this line, early detection of deficits 
in social and adaptive functioning is essential to offer the more 
appropriate intervention strategies. With regard to school refuser 
students, for those students who base their refusal to attend 
school on feelings of negative affectivity, it is proposed the 
application of programs aimed at improving the emotional 
regulation (e.g., FORTIUS Program, Méndez et  al., 2012) and 
social performance in young people (e.g. PEHIA Program, 
Inglés, 2009). On the other hand, for those students with high 
scores in school refusal behavior based on pursuing external 
reinforcements (going out with friends, staying at home playing, 
etc.), it is necessary to analyze how these subjects interpret 
their behaviors and orient them in the control and rational 
knowledge of the emotions generated (Inglés et al., 2015; Vicent 
et  al., 2016). In all cases, both feelings and emotions must 
be properly regulated in order to improve tolerance to frustration, 
avoid negative emotional states, and regulate impulsivity in 
order to achieve adequate social functioning (Heerdink et al., 2015; 
Domitrovich et  al., 2017; Rapp et  al., 2017).
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Cyberbullying is a common relational problem having negative repercussions on the 
academic performance of adolescents. Numerous questions remain to be answered with 
regard to the relationship between cyberbullying and school refusal behavior. This study 
examines school refusal profiles (measured by School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised) 
and assesses whether these profiles vary with respect to the level of victimization, 
aggression, aggression-victimization, and observation of cyberbullying (measured with 
the Screening of Harassment among Peers). The sample consisted of 1,102 Spanish high 
school students, aged 12–18 (M = 14.30, SD = 1.71). Latent class analysis revealed three 
school refusal behavior profiles: non-school refusal behavior, school refusal behavior by 
negative reinforcements (oriented to the avoidance of social evaluation and negative 
affectivity in school situations), and school refusal behavior by positive reinforcements 
(oriented to obtaining the attention of others with significant or tangible reinforcements). 
The ANOVA found statistically significant differences for all cyberbullying behaviors. 
Students with school refusal by negative reinforcements had significantly higher mean 
scores as compared to the other profiles in victimization, aggression, aggression-
victimization, and observation behaviors, while the levels of cyberbullying were similar 
between students without school refusal and students with school refusal behavior by 
positive reinforcements. These findings underscore the need to consider priority 
interventions to prevent cyberbullying in children who refuse school for the purpose of 
avoiding situations of anxiety and negative emotions.

Keywords: school refusal behavior, cyberbullying, cybervictimization, latent class analysis, adolescence

INTRODUCTION

School refusal behavior (SRB) is defined as the difficulty in attending or remaining in school 
for the entire day (Hendron and Kearney, 2011). This phenomenon has multiple causes and 
affects approximately 30% of all minors aged 7–17 (Mihalas, 2014; Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 2016). SRB includes all types of school absenteeism in which 
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symptoms of anxiety may or may not exist, such as school 
rejection or truancy (Kearney and Albano, 2018). It is considered 
to be  a significant educational and health problem, given its 
numerous negative consequences. Evidence from prior studies 
suggests that SRB is related to: (a) internalizing problems, 
such as comorbidity with anxiety problems due to separation, 
generalized anxiety, social anxiety, and oppositional defiant 
disorder; (b) externalizing problems, such as aggressive behavior, 
consumption of drugs and alcohol; and (c) health problems 
such as asthma, migraines, obesity, etc. (Kearney, 2008; 
Gonzálvez, 2018; for a review). In addition, chronic absenteeism 
may impair academic performance, being the most likely 
cause of early school drop-out, and placing minors at risk 
of developing problems such as drug consumption, delinquent 
behavior, social adjustment issues, and mental health problems 
(Dembo et  al., 2013), thus leading to a decreased chance of 
attaining qualified and stable employment during adulthood 
(Wilson et  al., 2008).

Therefore, it is important to understand the causes that 
may lead students to reject and not attend school as well as 
to determine the different profiles in these youth who do not 
attend school, in order to improve the prevention or intervention 
strategies employed in the scholastic context. Of the most 
relevant contemporary theoretical approaches, we  find the 
functional model proposed by Kearney and Silverman (1993) 
which establishes a classification of SRB based on the school 
rejection motivation, including a large percentage of youth 
having school attendance issues. This model distinguishes 
between four functional conditions that underlie SRB: (1) 
avoidance of school-based stimuli that provoke negative affectivity 
(e.g., distress, anxiety, depression); (2) escape from aversive 
social and/or evaluative situations (e.g., tests, peer interactions); 
(3) pursuit of attention from significant others (e.g., parents); 
and/or (4) pursuit of tangible reinforcers outside of school 
(e.g., sleeping, watching television, playing video games). These 
conditions are grouped together, taking into account the 
behavioral consequences of the minors’ responses. So, the first 
two conditions refer to school refusal behavior based on negative 
reinforcement or the avoidance of aversive situations, whereas 
the latter two conditions refer to school refusal behavior that 
is based on positive reinforcement or obtaining something 
positive outside the school (Kearney, 2002). This functional 
classification system has considerable advantages, such as a 
greater ability to distinguish between the different causes of 
SRB with and without anxious symptomatology (Gonzálvez 
et al., 2018; Sanmartín et al., 2018), and therefore, an increased 
specification and efficiency in the implementation of intervention 
strategies for each student.

Based on the functional classification system, prior studies 
have attempted to analyze the SRB profiles in children and 
adolescents (Dube and Orpinas, 2009; Gonzálvez et  al., 2018). 
For instance, Dube and Orpinas (2009) in a clinical sample 
of 99 US students aged 8–15 with school attendance problems 
detected three profiles: a profile of multiple SRB having negative 
and positive reinforcement factors (17.2%), another SRB profile 
to obtain tangible positive reinforcement or parent’s attention 
(60.6%), and another non-SRB (22.2%). In addition, students 

with multiple SRB had significantly more behavioral problems 
(emotional problems, behavior problems, hyperactivity, and 
social problems with peers), and a higher frequency of 
victimization, aggression, and traumatic or stressful events. 
Gonzálvez et  al. (2018), in an analysis of conglomerates based 
on a community sample of 1,582 Colombian students aged 
12–18, found three distinct profiles: a group that did not reject 
school (44.8%), another that rejected school to obtain tangible 
reinforcers (42.9%), and a third group that rejected school for 
distinct motives such as to avoid situations causing negative 
emotions or social assessment and to attract the attention of 
significant others, such as their parents (12.2%). They also 
found that the group having the worst psycho-social adjustment 
with higher levels of anxiety, depression, and stress was the 
group that rejected going to school due to distinct causes 
(Gonzálvez et  al., 2018).

In addition to low psycho-emotional and academic adjustment, 
SRB has also been strongly associated with variables of social 
interaction. So, many authors have suggested that poor 
relationships with schoolmates and bullying are significant 
factors in determining school rejection and absenteeism (Dube 
and Orpinas, 2009; Barboza, 2015; Havik et al., 2015). Barboza 
(2015) found that being victimized was related with an increased 
risk of developing escape and avoidance responses in the school 
environment, as well as skipping class and staying home during 
school hours. Havik et  al. (2015), using a structural equations 
model found that being a victim of bullying was related to 
school rejection. They also found that social isolation and a 
lack of friends had more negative repercussions on minors 
who reject school since they caused negative emotions, whereas 
those of absenteeism/truancy had a lower impact since the 
students could be  popular in school while maintaining social 
friendship networks outside of the school setting.

However, the phenomenon of victimization and bullying 
between peers is not unique to the school setting. With the 
widespread and generalized use of the information and 
communication technologies and the social networks, minors 
today are immersed in an environment in which they are 
more likely to suffer from or perpetrate these acts of bullying, 
better known as “cyberbullying” or “electronic bullying.” 
Cyberbullying has been defined as an aggressive action carried 
out repeatedly and deliberately through electronic means, toward 
an individual who cannot easily defend him/herself (Smith 
and Steffgen, 2013). The main roles involved in cyberbullying 
are: the victims, or those who suffer victimization; the aggressors, 
or people who perpetrate the harassment; and the observers, 
or individuals who witness the cyberbullying behaviors but 
do not directly take part in them. Another role has also 
been identified which includes people who, being victims, 
develop online bullying behaviors, and it is called the bully-
victims (Schultze-Krumbholz et  al., 2018). The prevalence of 
cyberbullying varies depending on the study (10–40%) 
and its negative consequences on psychological and social 
adjustment of the minors are multiple (Kowalski et  al., 2014; 
Morin et  al., 2018; for a review).

On account of cyberbullying research, it is important to 
mention that there is a lack in its theoretical foundation. 
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In this sense, it is common to apply the general aggression 
model and the socio-ecological model to explain the potential 
influence of contextual and personal factors as risk elements 
for the development of harassment situations and aggression 
(Morin et  al., 2018). Thus, among the personal variables, 
emotional problems and the perception of threat and insecurity 
in the educational context have been identified as risk variables 
for refusing school and being absent, while among the 
contextual factors, the disorganization of schools in matters 
of respect and violence control have been associated with 
greater absenteeism (Kearney, 2008). Thus, as occurs with 
face-to-face bullying, cyberbullied students tend to have a 
greater likelihood of being absentees (Barboza, 2015; Steiner 
and Rasberry, 2015; Grinshteyn and Yang, 2017). Barboza 
(2015), in a sample of 5,589 US adolescents, found that 
cyberbullying was related to escape behaviors in the school 
context, unjustified absences, and staying at home during 
school hours. Grinshteyn and Yang (2017), with a sample 
of 13,554 US students aged 14–18, found that the cyberbullied 
students were at a greater risk of being absentees as compared 
to those adolescents who were not victims of said cyberbullying. 
In addition, students who had experienced situations with 
violence, who had been threatened, or who felt sad or useless 
during the past year, also had higher probabilities of not 
attending school. Steiner and Rasberry (2015), analyzing 
13,583 high school students, in grades 9–12, found that, 
with regard to the relationship between absenteeism and 
victimization (in person and electronic), minors who were 
victims of traditional bullying and cyberbullying were more 
likely to be  absent from school since they considered it to 
be an unsafe place. Specifically, female victims of cyberbullying 
were 2.10 times more likely to not attend class, whereas 
this increased to a risk of 5.34 times, when they were 
victimized both via internet and in person. Male victims of 
cyberbullying were 3.58 times more likely to be  absentee 
students, with this risk increasing to 6.68 if they were 
victimized both in the traditional manner and via electronic 
means (Steiner and Rasberry, 2015).

On the other hand, some studies have related the level of 
absenteeism and school rejection with being an aggressor or 
perpetrator of cyberbullying (Wright, 2015; Morin et al., 2018). 
A longitudinal study extending over 1  year found that in 673 
US eight graders, perpetration and victimization via cyberbullying 
were both related to increased absenteeism and poorer academic 
performance after controlling for the prior level of absenteeism, 
and in-person bullying between peers (Wright, 2015). In addition, 
Morin et  al. (2018), in a sample of 28,583 US high school 
students (grades 9–12), found that being a victim or aggressor 
of cyberbullying was associated with an increased risk of 
psychological issues such as internalizing problems, sleep 
disorders, and stress problems, as well as academic adjustment 
problems such as absenteeism (truancy) and poor academic 
performance. Specifically, the perpetrators of cyberbullying were 
123.1% more likely to miss classes twice or more times per 
month (Morin et  al., 2018).

Although it is relevant that silencing the aggression 
contributes to the perpetuation of harassment over time, no 

study to date has examined the relationship between SRB 
and cyberbullying observers. Cyberbullying observers or 
bystanders are a heterogeneous group composed by individuals 
who witness cyberbullying behaviors but do not involve in 
them directly (Schultze-Krumbholz et  al., 2018). Bystanders 
can manifest negative consequences in their psycho-emotional 
adjustment (Garaigordobil, 2011; Wright, 2019), these include 
inferiority feelings, impotence, sadness, rage, guilt, and 
fear. If these emotional consequences are related with the 
educational context, this fact can lead them to refuse the 
school because it is perceived as an insecure environment 
(Grinshteyn and Yang, 2017).

This evidence suggests the importance of considering the 
negative consequences of cyberbullying on the academic 
adjustment of adolescents based on its direct implication on 
SRB. However, these studies have not considered the causes 
of the absenteeism and the functional analysis of SRB in terms 
of its relationship with cyberbullying. Furthermore, prior studies 
have considered the role of the victim and have, at times, 
considered the aggressor role (Wright, 2015; Morin et al., 2018) 
in explaining absenteeism, but they have not looked at other 
potentially important roles in cyberbullying such as that of 
the aggressor-victimized or the cyberbullying observer. It is 
necessary to determine the causes leading a minor to stop 
attending school and whether or not the distinct profiles of 
students who reject school may be  related differently to the 
main roles of cyberbullying. This analysis provides keys that 
may help to establish better preventive measures and intervention 
strategies for the distinct groups of absentee students and those 
involved in the cases of cyberbullying. Furthermore, this study 
uses a classification process that is based on a latent variable 
mixture which surpasses the traditional statistical techniques 
(Schreiber, 2017).

The first objective of this study is to use latent class analysis 
to analyze the SRB profiles while considering the potential 
motives behind student rejection of school, based on a functional 
classification system. Taking prior studies into account (Dube 
and Orpinas, 2009; Gonzálvez et  al., 2018), three SRB profiles 
are anticipated (one with low school rejection, another with 
rejection by positive reinforcement, and another with multiple 
causes for rejection). The second objective consists of examining 
the differences in cyberbullying (victimization, aggression, 
observation, and aggression-victimization) through the distinct 
SRB profiles that were previously determined. Taking into 
account these results, it is expected that adolescents with a 
high SRB profile will have higher scores on the cyberbullying 
roles than those with a low SRB profile.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Ethics Statement
All of the standards for research conducted with humans were 
respected according to the ethical principles of the Declaration 
of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2013) and were 
guaranteed by the Ethics Committee of the Universidad de 
Alicante (Reference number: UA-2018-02-21).
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Participants
Participants were students from secondary-level education of 
the Valencian Community (Spain) during the 2017–2018 
academic years. The Valencian Community approximately served 
a total of 261,000 secondary education students (Ministry of 
Education and Vocational Training, 2018). Two-stage random 
sampling was conducted. In the first stage, eight public and 
two charter secondary schools were randomly selected in Alicante 
province. Once the schools were selected, in the second stage 
of sampling, four classes were randomly selected from each 
school. Due to the random sampling method, the socioeconomic 
status and ethnic composition of the overall sample are assumed 
to be representative of the community. The study sample included 
1,148 students, of which 46 (3.8%) were eliminated due to 
errors or omissions in their responses or because they did 
not obtain parental consent to participate in the study. The 
final sample consisted of 1,102 high school students, aged 12–18 
(M  =  14.30; SD  =  1.71), with 509 males (46.2%) and 593 
females (53.8%) participating. The sample’s distribution based 
on academic year was as follows: 184 (7th grade), 193 (8th 
grade), 190 (9th grade), 182 (10th grade), 208 (11th grade), 
and 145 (12th grade). The χ2 test was used to analyze the 
homogeneity of the sample in terms of gender and course, 
with no statistically significant differences being found between 
the groups of Gender x Course (χ2  =  2.97, p  =  0.704).

Measures
School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised
The School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (SRAS-R) is one 
of the most widely-used questionnaires for the measurement 
of SRB considering functional conditions (Kearney, 2002; 
adaptation of Gonzálvez et al., 2016). The questionnaire consists 
of 24 items that are responded to using a 7-point Likert scale 
(0: never; 6: always) and that assess the relative self-perception 
of the four fundamental factors of SRB: avoidance of school 
situations that provoke negative affectivity (ANE; e.g., “How 
many times have you  tried to avoid going to school because 
if you  went you  would feel sad or depressed?”), escape from 
aversive social o evaluative situations (ESE; e.g., “How many 
times have you  tried to avoid going to school because it would 
be  hard to talk to other boys/girls in the school?”), pursuit 
of attention from significant others (PA; e.g., “How many times 
would you  have preferred to be  with your family instead of 
going to school?”), and pursuit of tangible reinforcement (PTR; 
e.g., “How many times have you  not gone to school because 
you  wanted to have fun outside of school?”). The scale can 
be  used for students from 8 to 17  years of age. SRAS-R scores 
have been found to have suitable psychometric properties in 
adolescents from distinct cultures (Richards and Hadwin, 2011; 
Seçer, 2014; Walter et  al., 2017) and factorial invariance based 
on sex and age in Spanish school-aged populations (Gonzálvez 
et  al., 2016) and in Chilean adolescent populations (Gonzálvez 
et  al., 2018). In this study, the subscales of the questionnaire 
demonstrated an adequate reliability based on the Cronbach’s 
alpha values which were 0.77 for ANE, 0.75 for ESE, 0.80 for 
PA, and 0.78 for PTR.

Screening of Harassment Among Peers
The Screening of Harassment Among Peers (SPH) is a self-
reporting instrument that assesses bullying and cyberbullying 
behavior in adolescents and youth taking place over the past 
year, via four subscales: victimization (behavior suffered by 
the bullying victim), aggression (bullying behavior perpetrated 
by the aggressor), observation (bullying behavior witnessed 
by the observer), and aggression-victimization (bullying 
behaviors that are suffered as a victim and perpetrated as 
an aggressor) (Garaigordobil, 2013). The questionnaire assessed 
15 cyberbullying behaviors such as password and identity 
theft, anonymous calling to frighten, slander/spread rumors 
to discredit, send offensive/insulting messages, the 
dissemination of recorded aggressions or private videos over 
the Internet, the sexual bullying of others over the Internet, 
threats made so that secrets are not revealed over the network, 
and death threats made over the Internet. The cyberbullying 
questionnaire contains a total of 45 items and a Likert-like 
response format with four options (1: Never; 4: Always). The 
reliability of the instrument has been confirmed by the original 
authors in samples of Spanish adolescents (Garaigordobil, 
2013, 2015). In this study, the internal consistency coefficients 
(Cronbach’s alpha) were satisfactory for the total score of 
the questionnaire (0.98) and for the subscales of victimization 
(0.95), aggression (0.96), observation (0.94), and aggression-
victimization (0.98).

Procedure
Initially, the researchers interviewed the management team of 
the selected schools in order to explain the purpose of the 
study. Then, an informative letter was sent to the parents of 
the minors in order to explain the study and to request their 
informed consent in writing. Questionnaires were responded 
to collectively and voluntarily in the classrooms during a class 
session, ensuring the anonymity of the participants and the 
confidentiality of the data. To do so, identification numbers 
were assigned on the response sheets of each participant. The 
researchers were present during the administration of the tests 
to clarify any potential doubts and to verify the correct 
completion of the questionnaires, which had a mean completion 
time of 15  min.

Statistical Analyses
The SRB profiles were defined based on the combinational 
differences of the four functional conditions of the SARS-R, 
and were established using the latent class analysis (LCA). 
LCA is considered to be  the most appropriate procedure for 
establishing profiles in large samples and it surpasses the 
limitations found in other statistical techniques such as 
the analysis of conglomerates (Schreiber, 2017). Considering 
the number of classes proposed by the researchers, subjects 
were included in one of the classes according to their profile. 
To select the number of classes that best represented the 
research data, the lowest indicator of the Bayesian Information 
Criteria (BIC) and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 
were used as adjustment indices, as well as the value closes 
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to one for the Entropy (Schreiber, 2017; Smeets et  al., 2017). 
Finally, to calculate the differences for cyberbullying 
(victimization, aggression, observation, and aggression-
victimization) between the distinct classes of SRB, ANOVAs 
were conducted as well as post hoc Scheffé tests to determine 
the groups between which there were statistically significant 
differences. Finally, the d index (standardized mean difference) 
proposed by Cohen (1988) was calculated, allowing for the 
assessment of the magnitude or effect size of the differences 
that were found. Its interpretation is simple: 0.20  ≤  d  ≤  0.50 
means a small effect size, while 0.51  ≤  d  ≤  0.79 is moderate, 
and d  ≥  0.80 is large.

RESULTS

School Refusal Behavior Profiles
The LCA found that the class made up of three profiles with 
different levels of SRB, considering the four dimensions of the 
SRAS-R, ANE, ESE, PA, and PTR (see Figure 1), had the 
best adjustment for the BIC, AIC, and Entropy indicators (see 
Table 1). The first profile, SRB by negative reinforcements, 
included 419 students (38.02%) with high levels of ANE and 
of ESE and low levels of PA and PTR. The second profile, 
SRB by positive reinforcements, classified at 389 (35.29%) with 
high levels of PA and PTR and low levels of ANE and ESE. 
The third profile, non-SRB included 267 (24.22%) students 
having low scores on the four analyzed dimensions.

Inter-group Differences in Cyberbullying 
Behavior
The ANOVA found statistically significant differences between 
the SRB profiles for all of the cyberbullying roles. The results 
obtained from the post hoc tests indicate that the students 
with a SRB by negative reinforcements profile received 
significantly higher scores on victimization, aggression, 
aggression-victimization, and observation of cyberbullying than 
the non-SRB group and the group of students with SRB by 
positive reinforcement (see Table 2). However, these differences 
were not found between the profiles of SRB by positive 
reinforcements and the non-SRB students.

As shown in Table 3, the effect sizes (mean standardized 
difference) for the differences found in cyberbullying were 
small in size for the groups of SRB by positive reinforcements 
and SRB by negative reinforcements (d  <  0.46), whereas the 

FIGURE 1 | Graphic representation of the LCA solution. Note: SRB, School Refusal Behavior.

TABLE 1 | Fit indices of the latent class analysis (LCA) values in bold revealing 
the best model fit.

No. of 
classes

BIC AIC Entropy Number of 
parameters

2 11141.88 11057.22 0.767 17
3 10127.93 9863.988 0.800 26
4 10307.81 10088.68 0.750 35
5 10493.83 10319.53 0.767 44
6 10760.03 10630.54 0.742 53

BIC, Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC, Akaike Information Criterion.
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differences between the group of SRB by negative reinforcement 
and the non-SRB were moderated by the differences in 
victimization, aggression, and aggression-victimization, and were 
small for the difference in observation of cyberbullying.

DISCUSSION

This study had two objectives: first, the analysis, via latent 
class analysis, of the SRB profiles, taking into account the 
motives leading students to reject school, according to the 
four-factor functional model (Kearney and Silverman, 1993), 
and second, to examine the differences in cyberbullying 
(victimization, aggression, observation, and aggression-
victimization) through the different SRB profiles in a sample 
of Spanish high school students.

In line with the results obtained from prior studies (Dube 
and Orpinas, 2009; Gonzálvez et  al., 2018), three SRB profiles 
were anticipated: one with low school rejection, another with 
rejection by positive reinforcement, and another with multiple 
causes for the rejection. The results of the study suggest the 
existence of three SRB profiles but they differ slightly from 
the expected results. A class of students was found that rejected 
school in order to avoid negative emotions and stressful social 
and assessment situations (38%; SRB by negative reinforcements). 
This profile did not coincide with that found in prior studies, 
since the negative reinforcement factors of school rejection 
(avoiding or escaping negative situations and emotions) were 
not grouped together with positive reinforcement factors 
(obtaining parents’ attention) in a group or profile of multiple 
school rejection (Dube and Orpinas, 2009; Gonzálvez et al., 2018). 
Also, in this work, the incidence of students rejecting school 

due to an emotional or anxiety-based component is higher 
than the group that rejected school due to a variety of causes 
(12.2–17.2%). These findings, while dissenting, reinforce the 
contributions of Kearney (2002) and Kearney and Albano (2004) 
which combined the dimensions of ANE and ESE since they 
were considered to be  similar.

On the other hand, a second class was identified which 
was characterized by students who rejected going to school 
in an attempt to obtain their parents’ attention and other 
tangible reinforcers outside of the school (35.3%; SRB by positive 
reinforcements). This class coincides with the findings of Dube 
and Orpinas (2009) and coincides partially with those of 
Gonzálvez et  al. (2018) in the conglomerate of rejection by 
tangible reinforcements; however, it differed in the quantity 
of students grouped in this class, since the prevalence is lower 
than in prior studies (42.9–60.6%). This may be due to differences 
in age and community characteristics of the sample examined 
in this study. Finally, the prevalence of students who did not 
reject school (24.22%; non-SRB) was similar to that found for 
students with school attendance problems (Dube and Orpinas, 
2009) (22.2%) and lower than that found in the Colombian 
adolescents (Gonzálvez et  al., 2018) (44.8%). Therefore, the 
initial study hypothesis can only be  partially confirmed.

Given the results for the three latent classes, the cyberbullying 
behavior was analyzed, finding inter-class differences in the scores 
for victimization, aggression, observation, and aggression-
victimization. The profile of students with SRB by negative 
reinforcements had significantly higher scores than the other 
profiles for all cyberbullying behaviors. These results confirm 
the second hypothesis which anticipates that the adolescents with 
a high SRB profile would have higher scores in cyberbullying 
and reinforces the findings of prior studies that found 
cybervictimized adolescents to be  a population at risk of not 
attending school because they did not feel safe (Steiner and 
Rasberry, 2015; Grinshteyn and Yang, 2017) and in order to 
engage in escape and avoidance behavior in an educational context 
(Barboza, 2015). Furthermore, the results are in line with those 
from other studies with adolescents that have related the level 
of absenteeism and school rejection with being an aggressor or 
perpetrator of cyberbullying (Wright, 2015; Morin et  al., 2018), 
and high aggression levels with higher levels of school rejection 
in order to avoid negative affectivity and social evaluation and 
to gain the attention of significant others and similar levels of 
school rejection to obtain tangible reinforcers (Vicent et al., 2018).

However, students with SRB by positive reinforcements are 
not different from the non-SRB group in terms of the four 

TABLE 2 | Means and standard deviations of cyberbullying between classes and statistical significance.

Negative reinforcement SRB Positive reinforcement SRB Non-SRB F p η2

M SD M SD M SD

Victimization 26.06 10.78 21.51 9.12 20.07 8.64 37.543 0.00 0.065
Aggression 25.20 10.97 20.61 9.48 19.23 8.65 36.088 0.00 0.063
Aggression-victimization 51.25 21.40 42.12 18.30 39.30 17.01 38.039 0.00 0.066
Observation 26.70 10.06 23.23 9.51 21.88 9.47 23.419 0.00 0.042

SRB, school refusal behavior.

TABLE 3 | Cohen’s d index to post hoc contrast between the means scores and 
the three classes in the roles of cyberbullying.

Negative 
reinforcement  

SRB vs. positive 
reinforcement SRB

Negative 
reinforcement 
SRB vs. non-

SRB

Positive 
reinforcement  

SRB vs. non-SRB

Victimization 0.45 0.60 n.s.
Aggression 0.44 0.59 n.s.
Aggression-
victimization

0.46 0.60 n.s.

Observation 0.35 0.49 n.s.

SRB, school refusal behavior; n.s., non-significant differences.
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cyberbullying roles. This may be explained by the different impact 
of cyberbullying according to the school rejection declarations. 
Havik et  al. (2015) found that victimization, social isolation, 
and a lack of friends may have more negative repercussions on 
minors who reject school since they lead to negative emotions, 
whereas for those having a non-anxious/truancy rejection profile 
(e.g., to obtain tangible reinforcements), the impact is less intense, 
since they may be popular in the school in addition to maintaining 
social friendship networks outside of the school setting. So, the 
authors conclude that anti-bullying actions should be  mainly 
directed toward those students who reject school in order to 
prevent negative emotions, as opposed to absentee students who 
seek to obtain tangible reinforcement by skipping class (Havik 
et  al., 2015). Furthermore, students with SRB by positive 
reinforcements are found to have greater emotional adjustment, 
which may result in an improved ability to handle cyberbullying 
situations. Thus, Gonzálvez et  al. (2016) found that school 
rejection that was intended to decrease negative emotions and 
social situations was more closely related to negative and pessimistic 
emotions, whereas this relationship was not found in those 
students who skipped school in order to obtain tangible 
reinforcement, who were shown to have higher levels of positive 
emotions and optimism and lower levels of pessimism.

The results of this work expand upon the results of prior 
studies, analyzing other important roles in cyberbullying such 
as that of the aggressor-victimized and the cyberbullying observer. 
This study found that students with SRB derived from a high 
negative emotionality and avoidance of evaluation and social 
situations had higher scores on aggression-victimization and on 
the observation of cyberbullying behaviors. Like in other studies 
(e.g., Schultze-Krumbholz et  al., 2018) in which bully-victims 
are identified as less socially competent, with high levels of 
aggression and low levels of empathy, the results of this study 
underline that SRB by emotional or social problems may manifest 
more aggression-victimization behaviors than truancy adolescents 
or those who do not reject school. In addition, students who 
reject school by emotional and social problems have less social 
skills and can use technologies as a measure of socialization 
with their peers, which can lead them to observe or suffer 
more cases of cyberbullying (Marques et  al., 2018). Moreover, 
it is common that cyber aggressors are classmates or schoolmates 
(Karna et  al., 2010; Festl et  al., 2013); so, students with more 
emotional and social difficulties would avoid going to school 
in order to not to meet face-to-face with their aggressors and 
trying to reduce the fear or anxiety they feel. Therefore, it was 
assumed that the group of students with SRB by negative 
reinforcements is related with committing and suffering 
cyberbullying actions and of observing them, as with the 
traditionally analyzed cyberbullying roles (victim and perpetrator). 
These findings once again highlight the need to consider that 
the cyberbullying experiences in adolescents may lead to unjustified 
school absences due to the associated increase in fear, discomfort, 
and anxiety (Steiner and Rasberry, 2015; Grinshteyn and Yang, 
2017), and that this situation, if extending over time, may have 
a negative impact on school adjustment, leading to poor academic 
performance, as is the case with in-person bullying between 
peers (Barboza, 2015; Morin et  al., 2018).

Limitations and Practical Implications
This study has certain limitations, including the impossibility 
of generalizing the results to other education levels and to 
other countries. Future studies should analyze whether or not 
the findings differ in other academic levels and in other 
cultures. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design used in the 
study makes it impossible to establish causal relationships. 
Therefore, it is recommended that longitudinal studies be carried 
out to provide additional information on the evolution of the 
SRB phenomenon and cyberbullying over the years. In addition, 
regarding Schultze-Krumbholz et  al. (2018), cyberbullying 
observers or bystanders can be  involved in an active way 
(either encouraging the bully to continue with the abuse or 
helping the victim to get out of the situation) or a passive 
way (looking the other way and allowing the harassment). 
These two differentiated characteristics of behavior should 
be  evaluated in future research to assess their relation with 
the SRB. Finally, it should be  noted that the assessment of 
the constructs has only been carried out using self-reports; 
therefore, it may be useful for future studies to consider multi-
source (e.g., parents, teachers, counselors) and multi-methods 
assessments (e.g., interviews, questionnaires, observation, self-
recording). Despite these limitations, this study provides some 
novel and important information for the study and understanding 
of SRB and their relationship with cyberbullying during 
adolescence, since it focuses on the functional characteristics 
of SRB and its relationship with all of the roles of cyberbullying, 
thus permitting the creation of defined profiles that facilitate 
the understanding of the phenomenon and an improved efficacy 
of the preventive strategies.

To conclude, this study has found the existence of three 
profiles of adolescents who reject school, with the most 
prevalent profile (38.02%) having a negative emotional 
component whose motives for rejecting school include avoiding 
negative emotions and social and assessment situations in 
the school (SRB by negative reinforcements). These students 
also correspond with the profile of having a higher level of 
cyberbullying behavior, both as victims and aggressors, 
aggressor-victim, and observer. Thus, strategies to prevent 
cyberbullying in academic settings should focus on the 
identification and intervention of cases, taking SRB into account, 
especially in adolescents who reject school to avoid situations 
of anxiety and/or negative emotions.
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School connectedness is closely linked to academic success: students who are
engaged at school have better attendance and academic performance, and are
less likely to drop out. Residential mobility – having moved homes – can increase
the risk of a negative academic trajectory (e.g., absenteeism and academic failure).
Increasing housing instability in the United States due to rising housing costs, especially
in urban areas, has made residential mobility a growing concern. While existing
research has examined residential mobility among students and its connection to
long-term consequences such as absenteeism and academic failure, less is known
about how residential mobility relates to potential intermediate school experiences
(e.g., school disconnectedness, low perceived academic ability, and experiences with
school violence and harassment) that contribute to a negative academic trajectory.
This study examines associations between residential mobility in elementary school
and school experiences in a large urban jurisdiction. Data were collected from a
sample of public elementary school students in Los Angeles County (5th grade,
n = 5,620) via the California Healthy Kids Survey (2013–2014). Descriptive, Chi-square,
multiple logistic regression analyses, and predicted probabilities were performed to
examine the relationships between past-year residential mobility and indicators of school
connectedness and school-based relationships, perceived academic performance, and
exposure to violence and harassment. More than a third (36.6%) of students in the
analysis sample moved at least once in the past year. After adjusting for neighborhood
and family factors, a higher number of past-year moves was significantly associated
with poorer school experiences, including lower odds of school connectedness for
high-movers (2+ moves) [adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 0.77; 95% confidence interval
(CI) = 0.68–0.86], compared to non-movers. Movers had lower odds of perceived
academic ability (1 move: AOR = 0.72; CI = 0.63–0.83; 2+ moves: AOR = 0.55;
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CI = 0.44–0.69), but higher odds of exposure to violence and harassment as a victim (1
move: AOR = 1.26, CI = 1.17–1.37; 2+ moves: AOR = 1.34, CI = 1.17–1.54), and
as a perpetrator (1 move: AOR = 1.21, CI = 1.08–1.36; 2+ moves: AOR = 1.54,
CI = 1.24–1.92). These results highlight the value of developing and implementing
strategies that can identify and support students who move at young ages, to prevent
student disengagement and promote attendance and academic success early in their
life trajectory.

Keywords: residential mobility, school connectedness, chronic absenteeism, elementary school, academic
success

INTRODUCTION

Regular school attendance, and the closely and reciprocally
linked issue of school connectedness, strongly predict academic
success (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018).
However, an estimated 7 million youth are chronically absent
each year (missing 15 or more school days), representing 14–
20% of elementary and secondary school students, respectively
(Department of Education, 2019). School disconnectedness is the
perception that adults and peers at school do not care about a
student’s academic and personal well-being (Ashley et al., 2012).
School disconnectedness often manifests alongside absenteeism
(Blum, 2005), which in turn correlates with academic failure
and dropout (National Collaborative on Education and Health,
2015), and a number of interrelated risk behaviors including
involvement in bullying, frequent discipline problems, and
substance use (Gastic, 2008). Existing conceptual models suggest
that school attendance, connectedness, and academic success
result from the interaction of factors related to the child, peers,
school, family, and community (Freudenberg and Ruglis, 2007;
Kearney, 2008; Tyler and Lofstrom, 2009; Gee and Krausen,
2015). Since educators have limited power to intervene on
community and family factors that undermine academic success,
anticipating and promptly recognizing their impacts represent
a critical approach to prevent or mitigate harm. This paper will
focus on one such factor: residential mobility.

Residential mobility – having moved homes – can be
detrimental to academic success, even when the student
remains at the same school (Voight et al., 2012). Residential
mobility is inversely associated with school readiness (Ziol-
Guest and McKenna, 2014), attendance (Ersing et al., 2009),
academic performance (e.g., test scores, grade point averages),
grade progression, and graduation (Scanlon and Devine, 2001).
Approximately 11% of youth aged 1–17 move homes in a
given year (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Whether a family
moves for a positive reason (e.g., a new job, larger home,
or safer neighborhood) or a negative one (e.g., divorce, job
loss, or housing instability), moving can be a disruptive and
stressful event in a child’s life (Coulton et al., 2012; Mollborn
et al., 2018). Residential mobility is higher among low-income
individuals, renters, and racial/ethnic minority groups (Jelleyman
and Spencer, 2008), suggesting socioeconomic vulnerability plays
a role. With housing costs on the rise, particularly for renters
(Sparshott, 2015), it is possible that residential mobility may also

increase in coming years. Identifying the early warning signs
exhibited by “movers” could allow schools to provide targeted
supports before attendance falters and students start to struggle
academically. The pathways through which residential mobility
may ultimately influence academic failure, and the contribution
of likely intermediate factors such as school disconnectedness,
have not been fully described in the literature, prompting calls for
additional work in this area (Scanlon and Devine, 2001; Jelleyman
and Spencer, 2008; Anderson et al., 2014).

This study examined the relationships between residential
mobility and potential cognitive and behavioral precursors to
absenteeism and academic failure that have been less explored
in the literature. A primary goal was to provide preliminary
information that could aid researchers in conceptualizing and
testing more nuanced pathways for how residential mobility
impacts youth academic success, while also generating findings
that could guide prevention strategies among youth-serving
institutions, especially schools. To that end, this study uses data
from a large, sample of elementary school students to analyze
the associations between level of residential mobility and school
experiences such as school connectedness, perceived academic
ability, and exposure to violence and harassment. Although a
body of literature speaks to the strong relationship between
these school experiences and poor academic outcomes, including
absenteeism and academic failure, research has not thoroughly
examined their potential role in the pathways linking residential
mobility to academic outcomes (Gasper et al., 2010; Voight et al.,
2017). Furthermore, the way these processes play out at younger
ages has been relatively less characterized in the literature
(Lawrence et al., 2015; Beck et al., 2016), despite findings that
younger students are more vulnerable to the negative effects
of moving (Scanlon and Devine, 2001), and the likelihood that
problems encountered in elementary school will compound over
time (Lawrence et al., 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Theoretical Framework
The study team developed a theoretical framework to guide the
present analysis, depicting the relationship between residential
mobility among elementary school students and their experiences
at school (Figure 1). Building upon prior research, this
framework centers on the hypothesis that students who have
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical framework of the relationships between residential mobility and school experiences among elementary school students.

moved are more likely to have poorer school experiences, and
this association may be heightened among students who have
more exposure, compared to students who have less exposure, to
residential mobility.

This framework posits that a broad set of neighborhood,
family, and socioeconomic/demographic factors influence
whether youth experience residential mobility. Neighborhood
conditions, such as perceived safety, level of neighborhood crime
or violence, and housing quality and cost, can be driving forces
behind a residential move. Family dynamics can also provoke
a residential move, due to changes to family structure (e.g.,
a divorce) or family dysfunction (e.g., physical or emotional
abuse, substance use) (Astone and McLanahan, 1994; Dong
et al., 2005). A family’s current military status is also linked
to residential mobility: youth in military families are more
likely to change residences than youth in civilian families
(Child and Family Research Partnership, 2017). Regarding
socioeconomic and demographic factors, low-income families
may be more vulnerable to fluctuations in housing costs,
and therefore be more likely to move, often to a substandard
residence (e.g., housing that is unsafe and unhealthy to live in)
(Skobba and Goetz, 2013; Kang, 2019) or an unstable living
arrangement (e.g., a relative’s home or a shelter) (Skobba and
Goetz, 2013). However, a change in household income, such
as a change to a higher-paying job, could precipitate a move
to a higher quality residence. Furthermore, structural factors
such as racism and discrimination may contribute to the high
rates of residential mobility seen among non-white youth
(Turner and Ross, 2005; Acevedo-Garcia et al., 2008; Perkins,
2017). It is also well documented that the factors identified in
this theoretical framework as influencing the likelihood of a
residential move – neighborhood conditions, family dynamics,

a household member currently serving in the military, and
socioeconomic/demographic characteristics (e.g., household
income, structural racism/discrimination) – independently
influence a student’s school experiences (Woolley and Grogan-
Kaylor, 2006; Spriggs et al., 2007; Felix et al., 2009; Mmari et al.,
2010; Herbers et al., 2012; Anderson et al., 2014; U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development, 2014; Low et al., 2017;
National Education Association, 2019).

When these factors lead to residential mobility, the act of
moving homes can immediately impact youth. The move itself
can be a stressful event (e.g., parents may be under strain during
the transition from the old home to the new, and/or youth
may be emotional about leaving their old home) (Murphey
et al., 2012; Mollborn et al., 2018). In addition, the move
from a familiar neighborhood can lead to a loss of social
ties with that community (Anderson et al., 2014). Finally, the
change in homes may also cause school mobility – a change
in schools. These direct outcomes of residential mobility may
subsequently influence youths’ school experiences in three key
ways. First, increased stress, loss of previous community-based
relationships, and/or changing schools could all erode school-
based relationships. Youth could pull away from peers and
adults at school or struggle to reestablish these relationships
at a new school, undermining both a broader sense of school
connectedness and relationships with caring teachers or staff.
Second, students who move may also experience a disruption
to their study habits or routines, potentially causing academic
performance to falter (even briefly), which could lead to lower
perceived academic ability, or confidence in their school work.
Third, students who have moved may be more likely to be
exposed to violence or harassment at school – either as a victim
or as a perpetrator. If students who move are less connected to
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individuals at school, feel less frequently supported by teachers,
and struggle more academically, it follows that these students
may also be more vulnerable to being the victim of violence or
harassment from other students, and may also be more likely to
act out and instigate bullying (Gasper et al., 2010).

A robust literature base supports the associations between the
school experiences examined in this study (school connectedness,
relationships with caring teachers and staff, perceived academic
ability, and experiences with school-based violence and
harassment) and academic outcomes for youth: students
who have poor school experiences may be at a higher risk of
absenteeism, poor grades, suspension/expulsion, or drop-out
(Voight et al., 2012). Students who feel connected to school are
more likely to attend school regularly, earn good grades, avoid
disciplinary problems such as school suspension, and to stay in
school through graduation (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2009; Sheryl et al., 2014). Positive teacher–student
relationships have been linked to these same outcomes, as well as
a lower incidence of behavioral problems, as students feel more
supported at school and more motivated to learn (Quin, 2017).
Students with confidence in their academic ability are more
likely to earn good grades (Marsh and Martin, 2011). Finally,
school-based violence and harassment are negatively linked to
students’ academic outcomes: students who are bullied are more
likely to have increased absenteeism (Steiner and Rasberry, 2015)
and poor grades (Juvonen et al., 2011; Ladd et al., 2017), while
students who bully others are more likely to drop out of school
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2019).

Instrument
The current study uses student-level data from the 2013 to
2014 elementary school version of the California Healthy Kids
Survey (CHKS). Developed by WestEd in conjunction with
the California Department of Education (CDE), the CHKS
is designed to provide information regarding risk behaviors
and protective factors among California’s school-age population.
Questions are largely adapted from the Biennial California
Student Survey and the Youth Risk Behavior Survey, which
measure similar constructs at a national level (WestEd, 2019).
Available annually to school districts in California, the CHKS
comprises an elementary school version targeted to fifth grade
students, a middle school version for seventh grade students,
and a high school version that can be administered to ninth
and eleventh grade students. The elementary CHKS includes a
mandatory core module, as well as six optional supplemental
modules centered on targeted topics; districts may also elect
to design a custom module (California Healthy Kids Survey,
2019). It is voluntary for districts to administer the CHKS
and there is a fee to do so. However, there are some cases
in which districts receive funding that specifically require (and
financially support) CHKS administration, such as the Title
IV Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities program,
the Safe and Supportive Schools grant, and the Tobacco Use
Prevention Education program (Adams, 2013; Austin, 2013;
California Department of Education, 2019).

California Healthy Kids Survey data have been used in
numerous research studies to examine topics such as: substance

use and/or exposure to violence and harassment (Wong et al.,
2004; Felix et al., 2009; Russell et al., 2012; Gilreath et al., 2014b;
Bostean et al., 2015), military-connected youth risk behaviors
(Gilreath et al., 2013, 2014a; Cederbaum et al., 2014; Sullivan
et al., 2015), school health center use (Amaral et al., 2011; Stone
et al., 2013; Lewis et al., 2015), gang membership (Estrada et al.,
2013; Lenzi et al., 2015), asthma prevalence (Davis et al., 2006,
2007), school climate (O’Malley et al., 2015), television and
video game habits (Armstrong et al., 2010), and gender identity
(Perez-Brumer et al., 2017), primarily using cross-sectional
observational study designs. The study team collaborated with
WestEd in 2015 to obtain data for all students in the county who
completed the CHKS between 2000 and 2015, to inform planning
of school-related health and wellness initiatives.

Administration and Sampling
The CHKS is designed to be administered either in print or
online at the school site (additional details on sampling are
provided below), typically during the fall or spring. For the
elementary CHKS, active parental consent is required; a student
who does not turn in a written permission form from a parent or
guardian will not be administered the CHKS. The survey does not
collect identifying information, and students and their families
are informed that responses are anonymous.

WestEd provides districts with guidelines on how to survey
at the school and student level to generate results that are
maximally representative of the target grade level. Participating
districts are advised to survey all students in a selected grade
level if either of the following criteria is met: (a) the district
has 10 or fewer schools with that selected grade level, or (b)
the district has 900 or fewer enrolled regular students at the
selected grade level. If neither criterion is met, the district
is eligible to randomly sample students in consultation with
a technical advisor from WestEd, however, sampling is not
required (Austin et al., 2013). In addition, the survey should be
administered during an appropriate class period (determined in
consultation with WestEd), such as a required class attended by
all enrolled students in the selected grade, and 100% of selected
classrooms should participate. Following data collection, WestEd
provides data quality standards to gauge the representativeness
and validity of collected data. In addition to following the
appropriate survey strategy (based on sampling criteria described
above), data were considered sufficiently valid in 2013–2014 (the
study year, see below) if: (a) 70% or more of parents in the
selected sample completed the consent form, or (b) 60% or
more of students in a participating grade returned a complete
and usable questionnaire. A 70% response rate was considered
good, and 60–69% was considered acceptable, but borderline
(Austin et al., 2013).

The present study represents a secondary analysis of Los
Angeles County’s elementary school CHKS dataset (as described
above), focusing on the 2013–2014 academic year, which is the
most recent year that a question on residential mobility was
available. The study team conducted a two-stage review and
selection process to develop the analysis sample. First, the study
team conducted a confirmatory review to ensure all data met
basic parameters for participating in the elementary CHKS: (1)
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it was collected from a public school district with elementary
grades, (2) from students in the fifth grade (encompassing ages
9–12), and (3) in Los Angeles County. Additionally, to maximize
comparability across educational contexts, charter schools were
excluded during this stage. During the second stage, district-
level data were reviewed to assess adherence to minimum quality
standards, as outlined by WestEd (see above). Because district-
level sampling plans were not available to the study team, districts
were first categorized as non-sampling eligible or sampling
eligible (based on publicly available data from CDE regarding
number of schools and student enrollment during the study year).
Non-sampling eligible districts (where 100% of students should
have been surveyed) were excluded if they did not achieve a
response rate of at least 60% of enrolled students (the minimum
threshold for data to be classified as acceptable by WestEd).
For sampling eligible districts, it was assumed that an approved
sampling plan was followed.

Measures
The following measures from the elementary CHKS were selected
due to their alignment with the study’s theoretical framework.

Residential Mobility
Residential mobility was assessed using the single question,
“During the past year, how many times have you moved (changed
where you live)?” Response options were: “0 times,” “1 time,”
and “2 or more times.” In this study, students were categorized
as non-movers (those that answered “0 times”), low-movers (“1
time”), or high-movers (“2 or more times”).

Family and Neighborhood Factors
Perceived neighborhood safety was examined through one
question: “Do you feel safe outside of school?” Response
options were: “never,” “some of the time,” “most of the time,”
and “all of the time.” A dichotomous variable was created
(never/some versus most/all). A home environment conducive
to the student’s academic experience was examined through one
question: “Does a parent or some other grown-up at home care
about your schoolwork?” Response options were: “never,” “some
of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all of the time.” These
responses were collapsed into a dichotomous variable (all versus
most/some/never). Current family military status was measured
through one question: “Is your father, mother, or caretaker
currently in the military?” Response options were “no,” “yes,” and
“don’t know.” Responses of “don’t know” were coded as missing.

School Experiences
School connectedness
School connectedness was measured using a scale developed by
WestEd that was adapted from the National Longitudinal Study
on Adolescent Health (Austin et al., 2013; WestEd, 2014). The
scale was constructed using responses to five questions: “Do
you feel close to people at school?,” “Are you happy to be at
this school?,” “Do you feel like you are part of this school?,”
“Do teachers treat students fairly at school?,” and “Do you feel
safe at school?” Response options for all questions were “never,”
“some of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all of the time”;

which were numerically coded as 1, 2, 3, and 4, respectively,
and summed to obtain the scale value for school connectedness,
with higher values representing greater school connectedness.
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.69. The scale value was
divided by five to obtain an average question response score.
A dichotomous variable was developed to measure a high level of
school connectedness compared to a moderate/low level, based
on parameters used by WestEd: respondents were labeled as
“high” if their average question response score was greater than
three, while students with an average less than or equal to three
were labeled as “moderate/low.”

Caring teacher/staff
The presence of caring teachers or school staff was examined
through one survey item: “At my school, there is a teacher or
some other adult who really cares about me.” Response options
were: “never,” “some of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all
of the time.” Responses were dichotomized as never/some of the
time and most/all of the time.

Perceived academic ability
Perceived academic ability was measured using a question
designed to assess achievement among elementary-aged students:
“How well do you do in your schoolwork?” Answer choices were:
“I’m one of the best students,” “I do better than most students,”
“I do about the same as others,” and “I don’t do as well as most
others.” A dichotomous variable was created, in which “above
average” comprised the options “I’m one of the best students”
and “I do better than most students,” while “average or below”
represented “I do about the same as others” and “I don’t do as
well as most others.”

School violence or harassment
Three types of exposure to violence and harassment as a victim
in the past year were assessed separately. First, respondents were
asked, “Do other kids hit or push you at school when they are not
just playing around?” and “Do other kids at school spread mean
rumors or lies about you?” For both questions, the answer choices
were: “never,” “some of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all
of the time.” Responses were dichotomized as “yes” (comprising
“some of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all of the time”) and
“no” (“never”). The third question was: “Have other kids at school
ever teased you about what your body looks like?” Answer choices
were “yes” or “no.”

Two types of exposure to violence and harassment as a
perpetrator in the past year were examined through two separate
questions. Students were asked, “During the past year, how many
times have you hit or pushed other kids at school when you were
not playing around?” and “During the past year, how many times
have you spread mean rumors or lies about other kids at school?”
For both questions, the answer choices were: “0 times,” “1 time,”
“2 times,” or “3 or more times.” Responses to each question
were converted into a dichotomous variable: “yes” (comprising
“1 time,” “2 times,” and “3 or more times”) and “no” (“0 times”).

Data Analysis
First, descriptive statistics were generated to characterize the
distribution of variables of interest in the sample. Second,
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Chi-square analyses examined bivariate associations between
residential mobility and all other analysis variables: school
connectedness, caring teachers/staff, perceived academic ability,
exposure to violence and harassment, perceived neighborhood
safety, presence at home of an adult who cared about the student’s
schoolwork, and current family military status. Third, multiple
logistic regression analyses examined the relationships between
residential mobility and school experiences, controlling for
perceived neighborhood safety, presence at home of an adult who
cared about the student’s schoolwork, and current military status.
The regression models were adjusted for clustering to account
for the potential correlation of responses by school district.
Fourth, to facilitate interpretation of regression results, post-
estimation analyses were conducted. Specifically, the predicted
probability for each logistic regression was calculated using the
sample means of the control variables; this approach adjusts
for any systematic differences in these covariates. All analyses
were performed using Stata 15.1 (Stata Corp. LP, College Station,
TX, United States). The study was deemed exempt from review
by the Institutional Review Board of the Los Angeles County
Department of Public Health.

RESULTS

Sample
Sample Districts
Twenty-two public school districts in Los Angeles County
participated in the elementary CHKS in 2013–2014, out of 67
eligible districts (i.e., districts that had at least one elementary
school). Figure 2 summarizes how districts were selected into
the analysis sample through the two-stage review and selection
process. Two districts were excluded during the first review stage:
one district only administered the CHKS to charter schools, while
the other district only administered the survey to fourth graders.
The second review stage focused on adherence to minimum data
quality standards; nine districts were categorized as sampling
eligible, and were therefore included in the analysis sample. The
remaining 11 districts were categorized as non-sampling eligible,
thus requiring a response rate of 60% or above; 8 districts fell
below this threshold and were excluded. The final analysis sample
therefore had 12 districts.

To provide additional context, district-level characteristics
that are known to be related to residential mobility and/or risk
behaviors impacting academic success (Voight et al., 2012, 2017;
Metzger et al., 2015), but that were not captured at the student
level by the CHKS, were examined in comparison to all other
districts in Los Angeles County that had at least one school
with a fifth grade class (Table 1). The 12 districts in the analysis
sample were somewhat smaller (lower mean total enrollment and
a lower mean fifth grade enrollment) than the 64 other districts,
likely because the most populous school district in the county
was not part of the sample (with a total district enrollment eight
times bigger than the next most populous district). In terms of
fifth grade demographics, analysis sample districts had a slightly
higher proportion of non-Hispanic white students, and a lower
proportion of Hispanic/Latino and Asian students. Enrollment

in the free/reduced price meal program was about 10 percentage
points lower in the analysis sample districts. The truancy rate
was slightly lower in the analysis sample districts. For districts
with high school grades (grades 9–12), the adjusted high school
drop-out rate was marginally higher in analysis sample districts.

Sample Students
The characteristics of the analysis sample are presented in
Table 2. In total, 7,230 fifth grade students met criteria for
inclusion in the analysis sample. A further 1,610 respondents
were excluded from the analysis because they had missing data
for any of the variables of interest (using a listwise deletion
approach), resulting in a final analysis sample containing 5,620
student respondents across the 12 school districts.

Over a third of respondents (36.6%) reported past-year
residential mobility: 21.7% of respondents were low-movers
(moved once) and 14.9% were high-movers (moved two or more
times), while the remaining two-thirds (63.5%) were classified as
non-movers. Over two-thirds (68.8%) of respondents reported a
high level of school connectedness, and most students (85.7%) felt
that teachers or school staff cared about them all or most of the
time. Regarding perceived academic ability, about half of students
(49.3%) believed that they were performing above average. In
terms of past-year exposure to violence and harassment at school
as a victim, 36.7% of students reported being hit or pushed, 40.2%
reported having had rumors or lies spread about them, and 26.3%
said they had been teased about their body. In terms of past-
year perpetuation of violence and harassment at school, 28.8%
of students reported having hit or pushed a classmate, and 22.9%
reported having spread rumors or lies about a classmate.

Relationships Between Residential
Mobility and School Experiences
Chi-Square Associations
Chi-square analyses revealed significant bivariate associations
between residential mobility and all other analysis variables
(Table 2). Movers had poorer school experiences than non-
movers; among movers, high-movers fared worse than low-
movers. Among high-movers, 62.3% had a high level of school
connectedness, compared to 66.9% of low-movers and 71.0%
of non-movers. High-movers also had the lowest rate (82.5%)
of reporting that a teacher or staff member cared about them
all or most of the time, compared to low-movers (84.8%) and
non-movers (86.7%). Only 37.3% of high-movers felt that they
were performing above average academically, compared to 44.9%
of low-movers and 53.6% of non-movers. Both exposure to,
and perpetration of, violence or harassment were higher among
movers than non-movers, with high-movers having the highest
rates. High-movers had rates of violence approximately 10
percentage points above non-movers: 43.4% of high-movers had
been hit or pushed, compared to 40.3% of low-movers and 33.9%
of non-movers. Similarly, 37.3% of high-movers reported hitting
or pushing a classmate, compared to 30.7% for low-movers, and
26.1% for non-movers. Almost half (48.4%) of high-movers had
rumors or lies spread about them; rates were 41.4% for low-
movers and 37.8% for non-movers. Nearly a third (31.3%) of
high-movers had been teased about their body, versus 28.0%
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FIGURE 2 | Flowchart of the inclusion process for districts in the analysis sample.

TABLE 1 | Characteristics of school districts participating in the 2013–2014 elementary California Healthy Kids Survey and school districts not in the analysis sample,
Los Angeles County1,2,3,4.

CHKS school districts in analysis sample (n = 12) School districts not in analysis sample (n = 64)

Characteristic Mean (SD) Min Max Mean (SD) Min Max

Total enrollment

Entire district 14,172 (8, 574) 3,132 29,951 20,570 (81,191) 253 653,826

5th grade only 1,030 (632) 241 2,136 1,595 (6,186) 35 49,885

Percentage of 5th grade students in race/ethnic category

Hispanic/Latino 50.2 (40.2) 6.8 98.1 55.5 (26.2) 9.7 97.7

Non-Hispanic White 28.6 (29.3) 0.2 74.8 22.4 (22.2) 0.3 80.6

Asian 7.4 (8.3) 0.0 27.4 11.6 (17.6) 0.0 66.3

Black/African-American 4.2 (5.7) 0.2 18.6 5.6 (7.7) 0.0 40.0

Two or more races 3.7 (4.9) 0.0 15.2 2.2 (2.5) 0.0 11.4

American Indian or Alaskan native 4.4 (14.8) 0.0 51.5 0.2 (0.3) 0.0 1.1

Filipino 1.6 (2.0) 0.0 6.4 2.1 (2.1) 0.0 11.4

Pacific Islander 0.4 (0.4) 0.0 1.3 0.3 (0.3) 0.0 1.9

Not reported 0.08 (0.2) 0.0 0.5 0.7 (0.9) 0.0 4.0

Percentage of 5th grade students
qualifying for free/reduced price
meals

49.9 (39.8) 2.9 93.6 59.4 (26.5) 1.4 99.7

Truancy rate5 18.4 (11.2) 6.0 31.7 22.9 (14.1) 0.0 57.3

Adjusted drop-out rate, grades
9–126

3.2 (4.7) 0.0 14.8 2.5 (3.5) 0.0 16.0

1Data publicly available from the California Department of Education website (https://www.cde.ca.gov) for the year 2013–2014. 2“School districts not in analysis sample”:
Los Angeles County public school districts with 1 + fifth grade class in 2013–2014, but either did not administer the elementary CHKS that year or did not meet this
study’s inclusion criteria. 3Values for count variables are rounded to the nearest whole number. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. 4Some variables include
fewer districts, either due to unavailable data or non-applicability of the variable (i.e., adjusted drop-out rate is for grades 9–12; as such, districts that do not have these
grades are not included). 5Data represent the district-wide truancy rate, which may include schools that do not serve 5th graders. Details on how the truancy rate is
calculated are available on the California Department of Education website. 6The adjusted drop-out rate is calculated for districts that have high school grades (grades
9–12). Details on how the adjusted drop-out rate is calculated are available on the California Department of Education website.
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TABLE 2 | Chi-square associations between residential mobility status and school experiences, family and neighborhood experiences, and student demographics,
among respondents of the elementary California Healthy Kids Survey in Los Angeles County public school districts, 2013–20141.

Full sample (n = 5,620) Non-mover (n = 3,566) Low-mover (n = 1,218) High-mover (n = 836)

Column % Column % Column % Column % p-value

School experience

School connectedness

High level 68.8 71.0 66.9 62.3 <0.001∗∗∗

Moderate/low level 31.2 29.0 33.1 37.7

Teacher or staff cares about student

All or most of the time 85.7 86.7 84.8 82.5 0.006∗∗

Sometimes or never 14.3 13.3 15.2 17.5

Perceived academic ability

Above average 49.3 53.6 44.9 37.3 <0.001∗∗∗

Average or below 50.7 46.4 55.1 62.7

Exposure to violence or harassment (victim)

Been hit or pushed (yes) 36.7 33.9 40.3 43.4 <0.001∗∗∗

Had rumors or lies spread (yes) 40.2 37.8 41.4 48.4 <0.001∗∗∗

Been teased about body (yes) 26.3 24.6 28.0 31.3 <0.001∗∗∗

Perpetrator of violence or harassment

Hit or pushed a classmate (yes) 28.8 26.1 30.7 37.3 <0.001∗∗∗

Spread rumors or lies about a classmate (yes) 22.9 20.1 26.1 30.3 <0.001∗∗∗

Family and neighborhood factors

Perceived neighborhood safety

All or most of the time 71.3 73.8 69.5 63.6 <0.001∗∗∗

Sometimes or never 28.7 26.2 30.5 36.4

Adult at home cares about student’s schoolwork

All the time 83.0 83.7 83.1 79.8 0.028∗

Less than all the time 17.1 16.4 16.9 20.2

Current family military status

Parent or caretaker in the military (yes) 9.1 7.3 10.6 14.5 <0.001∗∗∗

1Statistically significant, ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

for low-movers and 24.6% for non-movers. An estimated 30.3%
of high-movers had spread rumors or lies about a classmate,
compared to 26.1% of low-movers and 20.1% of non-movers.
Family and neighborhood factors were significantly associated
with residential mobility in expected directions: compared to
non-movers, movers (especially high-movers) had lower rates
both of feeling safe in their neighborhood and of having an adult
at home that cared about their schoolwork, and had a greater rate
of having a parent or caretaker currently in the military.

Multiple Logistic Regressions and Predicted
Probabilities
Multiple logistic regression analyses examined the relationship
between residential mobility and school experiences, controlling
for perceived neighborhood safety, presence of an adult at home
that cares about the student’s schoolwork, and current family
military status (Table 3). Post-estimation tests were conducted on
the above regression models to generate predicted probabilities of
school experiences by mobility status at the sample means of the
control variables (Table 4).

Generally, past-year moving was associated with poorer school
experiences (Table 3). In adjusted regression analysis, high-
movers had significantly lower odds of reporting a high level
of school connectedness [adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 0.77;

95% confidence interval (CI) = 0.68–0.86] compared to non-
movers, corresponding to a 65.7% predicted probability of having
a high level of school connectedness, compared to 68.3% for low-
movers and 71.4% for non-movers. Similarly, high-movers also
had significantly lower odds of reporting that a teacher or staff
member cared about them all or most of the time (AOR = 0.82;
CI = 0.68–0.97); predicted probabilities were 84.7% for high
movers, 85.9% for low movers, and 87.2% for non-movers.
However, neither of these relationships (school connectedness,
caring teachers/staff) was statistically significant for low-movers.
Compared to non-movers, both high- and low-movers had
significantly lower odds of perceiving their academic ability to be
above average (high-movers: AOR = 0.55; CI = 0.44–0.69; low-
movers: AOR = 0.72; CI = 0.63–0.83), translating into a predicted
probability of 38.4% for high-movers, 45.1% for low-movers, and
53.2% for non-movers.

Results were somewhat uneven with regard to exposure to
violence and harassment as a victim (Table 3). The odds of being
hit or pushed were significantly higher for both high-movers
(AOR = 1.34; CI = 1.17–1.54) and low-movers (AOR = 1.26;
CI = 1.17–1.37). However, the odds of having rumors or lies
spread about them were significantly higher only for high-movers
(AOR = 1.40; CI = 1.22–1.60), while the odds of being teased
about their body was significantly higher only for low-movers
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TABLE 4 | Predicted probabilities of school experiences by residential mobility
status among respondents of the elementary California Healthy Kids Survey in Los
Angeles County public school districts, 2013–20141.

Mobility status (%)

Non-
mover

Low-
mover

High-
mover

(%) (%) (%)

Level of school connectedness2

High 71.4 68.3 65.7

Teacher or staff cares about student3

All or most of the time 87.2 85.9 84.7

Perceived academic ability4

Above average 53.2 45.1 38.4

Exposure to violence or harassment (victim)5

Been hit or pushed (yes) 34.2 39.6 41.1

Had rumors or lies spread (yes) 38.2 40.7 46.3

Been teased about body (yes) 24.6 27.2 29.2

Perpetrator of violence or harassment6

Hit or pushed a classmate (yes) 26.1 30.0 35.3

Spread rumors or lies about a classmate (yes) 20.0 25.5 28.4

1Predicted probabilities are at the sample means of the control variables: perceived
neighborhood safety, presence of an adult at home that cares about the student’s
schoolwork, and current family military status. 2 In the adjusted logistic regression
model, the odds of reporting a high level of school connectedness was significantly
lower for high-movers than for non-movers (p < 0.001). 3 In the adjusted logistic
regression model, the odds of reporting that a teacher or staff member cared about
them all or most of the time was significantly lower for high-movers than for non-
movers (p < 0.05). 4 In the adjusted logistic regression model, the odds of a student
perceiving their academic ability to be above average was significantly lower for
both low- and high-movers than for non-movers (p < 0.001). 5 In the adjusted
logistic regression model, relative to non-movers, the odds of having been hit or
pushed was significantly higher for both low- and high-movers (p < 0.001), the
odds of having had rumors or lies spread about them was significantly higher for
high-movers (p < 0.001), and the odds of being teased about their body was
significantly higher for low-movers (p < 0.01). 6 In the adjusted logistic regression
model, relative to non-movers, the odds of having hit or pushed a classmate was
significantly higher for low-movers (p < 0.01) and high-movers (p < 0.001), and the
odds of having spread rumors or lies about a classmate was significantly higher for
low-movers (p < 0.05) and high-movers (p < 0.001).

(AOR = 1.14; CI = 1.06–1.24). Among the three measures
of victimization, for both movers and non-movers, predicted
probabilities were greatest for having rumors or lies spread (high-
movers: 46.3%; low-movers: 40.7%; non-movers: 38.2%).

Both low and high moving were associated with increased
odds of perpetuating violence or harassment (Table 3).
Compared to non-movers, high-movers had greater odds of
hitting or pushing a classmate (AOR = 1.54; CI = 1.24–1.92),
translating into a 35.3% predicted probability, compared to
30.0% for low-movers and 26.1% for non-movers. High-movers
also had greater odds of spreading rumors or lies about a
classmate (AOR = 1.59; CI = 1.28–1.97), with a predicted
probability of 28.4%, compared to 25.5% for low-movers and
20.0% for non-movers.

DISCUSSION

There was a high level of residential mobility among this study’s
sample. Over one in three respondents reported moving in
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the past year. These findings exceed recent national estimates,
which indicate that 11% of youth move in a given year (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2018). The high level of residential mobility
may partially reflect contextual elements of the study’s urban
setting, such as the concentration of renters in urban areas
(Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 2013),
and the dwindling local supply of affordable housing to rent or
own (California Housing Partnership Corporation, 2018). The
high prevalence of moving observed in this study – especially
frequent moving – suggests that educators, especially in urban
public school districts, should recognize residential mobility as
a potentially common issue among their students, particularly
given the associations observed with poor school experiences.

In general, modest dose–response relationships in expected
directions were observed between level of residential mobility
and a range of negative school experiences. Movers, especially
high-movers, had poorer school experiences than non-movers.
Previous work has documented the relationship between moving
and poor distal academic outcomes, like absenteeism and
dropout (Blum, 2005; Voight et al., 2012; Metzger et al., 2015;
National Collaborative on Education and Health, 2015). This
study augments that work by documenting how more proximal
negative school experiences may fit on the pathway linking
residential mobility to school failure, in line with this study’s
theoretical framework (Figure 1). Specifically, the present study
provides additional nuance regarding how residential mobility at
early ages may relate to negative academic trajectories. Namely,
in adjusted models, inverse relationships between residential
mobility and school connectedness or caring teachers/staff were
only observed for high-movers, contrary to the expectation that
this relationship would also be observed among low-movers.
Similarly, not all measures of exposure to violence or harassment
as a victim exhibited a clear dose–response relationship with
residential mobility, whereas this relationship was present for
measures of perpetration of school violence or harassment, as
well as perceived academic ability. One interpretation is that
the act of moving homes may cause stress for young children,
or compound stress stemming from other factors. Among low-
movers, this stress could manifest as aggressive behavior and a
poor perception of one’s academic ability, but may not necessarily
erode relationships or provoke bullying from other students.
Meanwhile, among high-movers, this stress could additionally
manifest as low levels of school connectedness and perceived lack
of caring teachers/staff, possibly because frequent moving could
also mean moving schools, and/or could reflect greater stress
occurring in the student’s home life.

These findings highlight several opportunities for educators
to prevent or intervene on negative academic trajectories by
paying closer attention to residential mobility. Recognizing
the importance of moving could be beneficial for one simple
reason: schools may be alerted that a student has moved,
but never be informed of underlying issues. Evidence points
to the close relationship between socioeconomic vulnerability
(e.g., poverty, structural racism), associated neighborhood and
family factors (e.g., caretaker instability, exposure to in-home
or neighborhood violence, and poor personal or family health),
and both residential mobility and academic success (Figure 1;

Acevedo-Garcia et al., 2008; Jelleyman and Spencer, 2008;
Herbers et al., 2012; Perkins, 2017). Tracking residential mobility
may be a way to help schools identify students with an elevated
risk of experiencing these issues. If caretakers update their
address with the school office when a move occurs, schools would
know about a student’s residential mobility. Many schools already
have protocol in place to proactively support students who have
changed schools; the present findings indicate that implementing
similar mechanisms to identify and engage students who
move homes may be a valuable strategy to prevent academic
problems. Given inevitable resource constraints, schools may
want to prioritize high-movers, or alternately, flag all movers,
and monitor for early signs of trouble, including increased
perpetration of violence. Finally, even among high-movers,
close to four out of five respondents reported feeling that
there was an adult at school who cared about them all the
time. Interventions designed to support residentially mobile
youth could leverage this critical protective factor (National
Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, 2019) to
stabilize school-based relationships and respond to problematic
behavior early on, potentially preventing subsequent problems
with absenteeism and poor academic performance that can
compound over a student’s academic life.

Limitations and Next Steps
Despite providing preliminary information to understand the
relationship between residential mobility and poor school
experiences, this study has several limitations. First, our
theoretical framework highlights the complex relationship
between socioeconomic and demographic characteristics,
neighborhood and family factors, residential mobility, and
school experiences. While these factors are heavily intertwined
(Eisenberg et al., 2003; Carbone-Lopez et al., 2010; Morrissey
et al., 2013; Voight et al., 2015), only some of these variables
could be controlled for in the current analysis (because
they were present in the dataset). Notably, although this
study’s descriptive analysis of district characteristics suggests
that districts in the analysis had a generally comparable
socioeconomic and demographic profile to that of other
districts in Los Angeles County, it was not possible to control
for these factors at the student-level. Furthermore, the study
could not differentiate between students who moved homes
and those who moved both homes and schools (recent
estimates suggest an approximate 40% overlap between these
groups) (Voight et al., 2012, 2017). Second, the sequencing
of the home move relative to the school experiences analyzed
here is not understood. For example, it was not known
whether a mover who reported having been hit or pushed
experienced this victimization before or after their move.
Relatedly, the CHKS is typically administered in the fall
or spring; questions that ask students to report on “past
year” incidents may have been interpreted by students to
refer either to the last 12 months, or the previous academic
year. Third, because the data were obtained from a cross-
sectional survey, determining the direction of relationships
between variables under study was not possible (Gasper
et al., 2010). Fourth, not all districts in Los Angeles County
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completed the elementary CHKS in the study year and not all
districts in the sample collected data from 100% of students;
little information is available to indicate if schools followed
sampling guidance, although WestEd’s standards for minimally
acceptable response rates were incorporated into inclusion
criteria for this study’s analysis sample. While the sample
size was large, the results may not be generalizable to other
communities and contexts; caution is especially warranted when
interpreting findings outside of the United States. Fifth, all
variables were measured via student self-report, and therefore
may be susceptible to recall and social desirability bias.

Additional research is needed to better characterize the
relationship between residential mobility and its influence on
negative academic trajectories, including potential intermediate
outcomes like school disconnectedness and absenteeism. First,
there is a need for studies of elementary school students that
include relevant student-level characteristics not available in the
present analysis, such as (but not limited to) race/ethnicity, a
measure of household income, and school mobility (Garboden
et al., 2017). Second, more longitudinal studies on this topic are
needed to determine the sequencing of the residential move(s)
relative to the negative school experiences, and to identify
potential cumulative effects and analyze causal associations.
Third, mixed methods studies or qualitative methods are needed
to confirm or contrast patterns observed in the present analysis;
interviews with students or teachers/staff could provide rich
context to quantitative findings. A more robust understanding
of the relationship between residential mobility and school
experiences can help schools design and evaluate strategies to
identify and support mobile students, potentially providing a
valuable lever to prevent or interrupt the pathway toward school
disconnectedness, absenteeism, and academic failure.
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Background: Longitudinal studies exploring the complex interplay between family
structures and residential mobility on educational achievement and failure are lacking.
We investigate the interplay between the number of residential moves during late
childhood, parental education level, family living situation, and the probability of
completing upper secondary education.

Methodology: Detailed longitudinal data for a random sample of 30% of the entire
Norwegian population born 1982 to 1989 (N = 121,247) and information on all their
relocations between Norwegian enumeration districts from ages 10 to 18 years were
extracted from the Norwegian population registries. Family structures were grouped into
four intersectional family strata defined by combining categories of parental education
level (distinguishing poorly educated and well-educated families) and the family’s living
situation (comparing non-intact families with intact families). We applied two-level logistic
regression models, which incorporated individual and family contextual factors, to
estimate possible differences in completion rates of upper secondary education.

Results: Non-completion of secondary education (which constitutes 29% of the study
sample) increases incrementally with the number of residential changes across all
four family structures, but this effect was not distributed evenly between the different
family strata. Individuals in “well-educated, intact families” seem to be least affected by
residential moves. On the other hand, the highest disadvantage of frequent moves was
among adolescents in the stratum “poorly educated, intact families.” In poorly educated
families the probabilities of completing secondary school among non-intact and intact
families converge toward each other as the number of moves increase. About 43% of
the variation in school completion may be attributed to differences between families. The
highest risk of school non-completion was found among adolescents in poorly educated
families, which accounted for 74% of the non-completers.
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Conclusion: We demonstrated underlying links between residential mobility and family
structures on non-completion of upper secondary education. The adverse effect of
frequent moves calls for attention in schools, public health agencies, and housing
policies. The findings should be considered in a life course perspective, as the
accumulation of unfavorable conditions during childhood and adolescence tends to
constrict future prospects in terms of health and quality of life.

Keywords: upper secondary education, school completion, educational achievement, residential mobility,
adolescence, parental education, family structures, social inequality

INTRODUCTION

Educational inequality, which exists in most wealthy nations, is
of global concern (OECD, 2018). Family origin and a family’s
resources and strategies create a powerful social context that to
a large extent predicts educational achievement (Corrás et al.,
2017). Factors shown to be associated with youth non-completion
of secondary education include low parental socioeconomic
status (SES) and family adversity such as parental divorce,
household instability, and poverty (Amato, 2001; De Ridder et al.,
2013; Myhr et al., 2017). Adolescents who drop out of secondary
education are substantially reducing their odds of having long,
happy, and healthy lives (Viner et al., 2012). School dropout
increases risk of long-term socioeconomic marginalization
(Bäckman et al., 2015; OECD, 2018), unemployment (Caspi et al.,
1998), dependence on public benefits early in life (De Ridder
et al., 2012; Myhr et al., 2018), and mental and physical health
problems (Marmot and Bell, 2012; Viner et al., 2012).

Internal migration – changing residence within national
borders – is often voluntary but may be born of necessity.
Northern and western Europe are characterized by high internal
migration (Bell et al., 2015; Bernard, 2017). Various life course
events impact residential mobility over the life span (Warner
and Sharp, 2016). Young adults and families with children are
the most frequent movers (Bell, 1996; Bernard, 2017; Morris
et al., 2018), and children from single-parent households are
even more likely than children from two-parent families to move
(Feijten and Van Ham, 2007; Murphey et al., 2012). Parents
may seek to relocate in pursuit of upward social mobility and
access to better schools or neighborhoods (DeLuca and Dayton,
2009). Neighborhood and residential contexts affect individuals’
cognitive development, health, and educational achievement in
heterogeneous ways and life course outcomes related to changes
in such contexts may thus be highly individual (Sampson et al.,
2002; Sharkey and Faber, 2014). Residential mobility in childhood
interacts at the neighborhood, family, and individual levels in
cumulative and compounding ways and thereby affect well-being
and behavior through adolescence (Jelleyman and Spencer, 2008).
Although one may assume both advantages and disadvantages
from such transitions, moving itself is a potential source of
stress for children, independent of any increase or decrease in
residential quality or their origins and destinations (Jackson and
Mare, 2009). Emerging research indicates residential mobility has
a wide range of potential negative effects on children, including
developmental, behavioral, and emotional problems (Oishi and
Schimmack, 2010; Fowler et al., 2015; Webb et al., 2016), a higher

risk of substance abuse and violent offending (Haynie and South,
2005; Fowler et al., 2015; Webb et al., 2016), and poor academic
achievement (Voight et al., 2012).

However, it is not clear that residential mobility has only
negative effects on child development. Methodological issues
that produce inaccurate estimates might lead researchers to
overestimate the deleterious effects of moving by confounding
it with various factors (Garboden et al., 2017). Research that
distinguishes the circumstances shaping residential mobility
shows that its detrimental effects on children are more likely
to emerge when it occurs in difficult circumstances [see, e.g.,
(Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Hanushek et al., 2004)], and could also
be beneficial to health over the longer term (Morris et al.,
2018). A 10-year follow-up study in the United States found a
negative association between the number of childhood residential
moves and well-being as adults among introverts but not among
extraverts (Oishi and Schimmack, 2010). The authors suggest
that residential moves can be a risk factor for introverts and
that extraversion can be an interpersonal resource for social
relationships and well-being in mobile societies. Some studies
isolate the issue of family structure, finding that the presence
of both (biological) parents prevents harm through frequent
moving, while frequent movement among children of single or
remarried parents may result in adverse school performance
(Tucker et al., 1998; Scanlon and Devine, 2001). The combination
of both school and family transitions might increase children’s
risk of social withdrawal and isolation (Dupere et al., 2015).
Likewise, adolescents who change both addresses and schools
are often more likely to drop out of school, an effect that may
function through disruptions in peer networks (South et al.,
2007). Thus, the possible influence of household change and
family SES should be accounted for when isolating the effects
of residential instability for children and youth. The structural
amplification theory states that unfavorable “social conditions
decrease the likelihood of attaining personal resources that
otherwise would moderate undesirable consequences” (Ross and
Mirowsky, 2011). From such a perspective, residential mobility
during adolescence might make it harder while residential
stability might make it easier to attain personal resources (such as
social networks) that counteract unfavorable family conditions.

Important questions regarding the complex interplay between
family resources and residential mobility on school achievement
and failure still remain unanswered. More social epidemiological
studies where the diversity of human population movement
are not reduced to a simple dichotomy (moved or not moved)
during childhood and adolescence are needed. Longitudinal

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 231164

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02311 October 11, 2019 Time: 16:13 # 3

Haugan and Myhr Residential Mobility and School Completion

studies accounting for the number of residential moves while
growing up may provide a more comprehensive picture of how
family resources and strategies shape educational inequalities.
In the present study, we explore the interplay between number
of residential moves during late childhood, parental education
level, family living situation, and the probability of completing
upper secondary education. We hypothesize that level of parental
education and family living situation condition the association
between residential mobility and school completion.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data Sources
This study is based on national administrative data from
Statistics Norway’s event database, FD-trygd (Akselsen et al.,
2007) and the Norwegian National Education Database (NUDB;
StatisticsNorway, 2001) during the period 1992 to 2010. The
FD-Trygd database assembles event registration data for all
Norwegian citizens from several official administrative and
statistical registers and includes life cycle events and demography,
work status, income, and national insurance status. We extracted
a random sample of 30% (N = 161,743) of all Norwegians aged
21 to 27 years in 2010 (i.e., born in the period 1982 to 1989),
stratified by age, gender, and municipality of residence. This
cohort gave us long enough follow-up periods to predict the
effect of residential mobility during childhood and adolescence
(from age 10 until age 18) on completion of upper secondary
education. This dataset is linked to the NUDB database by using
the unique 11-digit personal identification numbers assigned to
all Norwegian citizens. Through a unique family identification
code attached to each personal identification number, we were
also able to allocate information on the parents and the household
to each individual. This enabled us to map the parental education
level and to determine whether the individual lived with his or
her parents. Hence, we ended up with linked longitudinal data
for both subjects and their parents, including annual updates
on residential identifiers, parental education level, social and
financial insurance status, and the family’s living situation. From
the 161,743 individuals initially included in the dataset, we
excluded 13,745 individuals (7.5%) from the sample due to
missing their educational data at age 21. In addition, 2,523
individuals were excluded due to unknown parental identity and
24,228 individuals due to missing residential identifiers during
the follow-up period. A large majority, 97%, of these excluded
individuals immigrated to Norway during the study’s follow-up
period (i.e., 1992–2010). Thus, to ensure equal observation time
(i.e., from age 10 until age 18) for all subjects in the study sample,
these individuals were excluded from the study. The final dataset
contained 121,247 individuals.

Assessment of Variables
Several social dimensions influence educational achievement and
may contribute to generate educational inequalities (Støren and
Helland, 2009; Bäckman and Nilsson, 2010; Myhr et al., 2017).
We have selected the following demographic and socioeconomic
determinants to evaluate their effects on the probability of

completing secondary education among the Norwegian youth
population.

Individual Level
Non-completion of Secondary Education
The binary dependent variable is whether (or not) the individual
completed upper secondary education by age 21, obtained from
the NUDB database. In Norway, where education is by and
large public, young people generally begin upper secondary
education at age 16, and it consists primarily of a high school
academic track of 3 years and/or vocational education, which
lasts between 2 and 4 years (Ministry of Education and Research,
2007). We examined completion rates 5 years later, i.e., at age 21.
The completion rate for upper secondary education in Norway
has remained stable at around 70% since the country’s major
education reform in 1994, with slightly higher completion rates
in recent years (StatisticsNorway, 2018).

Gender
We categorized gender as male or female and used male as the
reference category.

Residential Mobility
Residential mobility was measured as the number of moves
between Norwegian neighborhoods while the children were
between the ages of 10 and 18 years. For each follow-up year
only one move was counted, which means that the maximum
possible number of residential moves during the observational
period was nine. We used the individual’s recorded census
enumeration district, which is the lowest geographical level for
Norwegian population statistics, to identify their neighborhoods
(Akselsen et al., 2007).

Family Level
The unit of analysis at the second level is the families
(N = 110,865) identified in the study sample. Unique family
identifiers enable us to identify siblings in our 30% random study
sample who shared the same mother and father as well as to link
information on children to that of their mother and father.

Parental Education Level
Parental education level, obtained from the NUDB database,
was based on the Norwegian standard classification of education
(StatisticsNorway, 2001), providing nine levels which were
collapsed into two education level groups: (i) both parents
completed upper secondary or tertiary education, termed as
“well-educated”; and (ii) neither or only one parent completed
upper secondary education, termed as “poorly educated.”

Family Living Situation
The individual’s living situation was grouped into one of two
categories, defined as (i) “intact family”: living with two registered
parents at both age 10 and age 16; or (ii) “non-intact family”:
living with only one (or no) parent at age 16.

Family Structure
In order to consider simultaneously multiple axes of inequality
we created four intersectional strata, corresponding to
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combinations of parental education level (two categories)
and family living situation (two categories). The intersectional
strata, referred to as “family structure,” were divided into the
following categories: (i) “well- educated intact family,” (ii)
“well-educated non-intact family,” (iii) “poorly educated intact
family,” and (iv) “poorly educated non-intact family.”

Family Poverty
The dichotomous variable “family poverty” was defined as having
parents receiving social security benefits in the period from 10 to
16 years of age (according to the indexed person’s age).

Statistical Methods
We investigate the relationship between completion of secondary
education and number of residential moves during late childhood
and test the hypothetical interaction with family structure
by using two-level logistic regression analysis. The data have
a two-level hierarchical structure with individuals (Level 1,
n = 121,247) nested within families (Level 2, n = 110,865).
The family context may condition individual level variation in
completion of upper secondary education due to unmeasured
factors. We therefore fitted a two-level random intercept model
(Goldstein, 1995; Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2012; Snijders and
Bosker, 2012) to distinguish the individual and family sources of
variation in the outcome.

We modeled the prediction of school completion in five
steps. First, we estimated an “empty” model, which includes
only a random intercept, representing the variation in school
completion between the two initial levels. This allowed us to
determine the impact of the family context on the outcome
(Merlo et al., 2005). Model 2 (in Table 2) includes gender and
residential mobility variables. In Model 3, we adjust for the family
predictors (i.e., family structure and poverty). Model 4 adds
the interaction terms residential mobility and family structure.
To estimate the family level variance we need to have multiple
children per family (Rasbash et al., 2010). Since most individuals
in the present study were in family groups of only one child,
the variance at the family level for these individuals included the
individual variance. To account for this in the analysis, we also
estimated the family variance only for those families in the study
sample with more than one child (Rasbash et al., 2010; Dundas
et al., 2014). Finally, in Table 3, the random intercept logit model
was extended for the relationship between residential mobility
and school completion to allow residential mobility effect to
vary across families. We fitted a two-level random slope model
(i.e., individuals nested within families) in order to examine
whether the relationship between residential mobility and school
completion varies between families. We used a likelihood ratio
test (LR test) to compare the random intercept and the random
slope model’s goodness of fit (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2012).

Estimates for fixed effects are reported as odds ratios (OR)
with 95% confidence intervals (CI). The relative importance
of the general family contextual effects is assessed by the
variance (on the log odds scale) with 95% CI and the intra-
class correlation coefficients (ICCs; Snijders and Bosker, 2012).
The ICC measures the correlation in the outcome of “school
completion” between two individuals randomly selected from

the same family. The larger the ICC, the stronger the clustering
in school completion within the family and the larger the
general family contextual effects. The multilevel regression model
parameters were estimated by using the mixed effects method
using STATA/MP software (version 13).

Ethics Statement
Statistics Norway constructed the study sample with linked
longitudinal data for both the subjects and their parents,
by means of record linkage of different registries integrated
into the Statistics Norway database by using the unique
Norwegian personal identification number. Finally, Statistics
Norway delivered the data to us without personal identification
numbers to ensure the anonymity of the study subjects. The
study and the data linkage procedures were approved by the
Regional Committee for Medical and Health Research Ethics of
Mid-Norway (permission 2011/783).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 presents descriptive information for the children and
their parents among completers and non-completers of upper
secondary education. Non-completers comprised 29% of the
sample, which is in accordance with Norwegian official statistics
(Chaudhary, 2011). In this study population, the highest absolute
number of individuals belong to the family structure stratum
“poorly educated intact family,” where we also identified the
highest absolute number of non-completers.

In total, 53% of non-completers and 70% of the school
completers had never moved their official residence when they
were 10 to 18 years old. In total, 32% of the adolescents in the
study population moved to another neighborhood in one to three
of the nine observational years, and about 3% moved in four or
more. The mean number of years with move in the observational
period for the non-completers was almost one, which is almost
twice the mean number for completers (see Table 1).

The Impact of Childhood Residential
Mobility, Family Structure, and Their
Interactions on the Completion of
Secondary Education
The prevalence of school dropout at the family level differs.
Keeping only the second random intercept in the model (Model
1 in Table 2), we found that the ICC is 0.43. In other words, the
empty model suggests that about 43% of the variation in school
completion could be attributed to differences between families.
Models 2 and 3 in Table 2 display the observational associations
with school completion and residential mobility (Model 2),
adjusted for family structure, and poverty during childhood
(Model 3). The highest risk of school non-completion was found
within poorly educated families. Having a non-intact family was
also shown to be a potent risk factor. However, adolescents
living in poorly educated but intact families have overall lower
odds for school completion than their counterparts living in
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of children and their parents by whether or not the
children completed upper secondary education by age 21.

Variable Non-completers Completers
(N = 35,254, 29.1%) (N = 85,993, 70.9%)

N % N %

Individual level variables

Female 14,504a 41.1 44,630 51.9

Years with residential mobility 0.917b 1.279 0.475 0.878
10–18 years (mean, SD)

Residential mobility (categorical)

Never moved at age 10–18 years 18,767a 53.2 60,012 65.0

1 year with move 7,833a 22.2 16,257 19.9

2–3 years with move 6,744a 19.1 8,491 12.6

≥4 years with move 1,910a 5.4 1,233 1.4

Family level variables

Family structure

Well-educated intact family 5,287a 15.00 31,194 36.28

Well-educated non-intact family 3,740a 10.61 8,623 10.03

Poorly educated intact family 14,027a 39.79 34,206 39.78

Poorly educated non-intact family 12,200a 34.61 11,970 13.92

Family poverty 10,424a 29.57 8,490 9.87

Father’s identity unknown 676a 1.92 694 0.81

aSignificant difference (p-value ≤ 0.05) between groups tested by chi square
test. bSignificant mean difference (p-value ≤ 0.05) between groups tested by
independent sample t-test.

well-educated but non-intact families. Anyway, adolescents with
poorly educated non-intact families struggled the most with
school completion. The odds of school completion is about 80%
lower for this group compared to well-educated intact families.
Moreover, females had almost twice as high a likelihood to
complete upper secondary school compared to males, while
family poverty was estimated to increase the risk of school
dropout by 63%.

In Table 3, we extended the random intercept logit model
to examine whether there are differences between families in
the relationship between residential mobility and probability
of completing upper secondary school. The two-level random
intercept model, which is nested in the random slope model,
is rejected at the 5% significance level (using a likelihood ratio
test), suggesting that the impact of residential mobility on school
completion does vary between families.

Children whose families did not move and who lived in a well-
educated intact family had a 89% chance of completing upper
secondary school, compared to 81, 76, and 64% for residential
stayers who were living in a well-educated non-intact family, a
poorly educated intact family, and a poorly educated non-intact
family, respectively. Figure 1 shows that the predicted probability
of school completion decreases incrementally with the number
of years with residential moves. In general, for every additional
year with a residential move the probability of school completion
decreased by 26%. However, well-educated intact families seem
to be least affected by residential moves, and among children
in poorly educated intact families the adverse effect of moves is
significantly steeper than for the other three family structures

(Figure 1). For movers who changed residential household in
three out of the nine follow-up years, for example, the predictive
probability of school completion was 81% in a well-educated
intact family, 68% in a well-educated non-intact family, 56% in
a poorly educated intact family, and 48% in a poorly educated
non-intact family.

In poorly educated families the probabilities of school
completion within non-intact and intact families converge
toward each other as the number of moves increase. This result
was not evident among well-educated families, and in fact they
seem to grew more distinct.

For frequent movers the negative impact of a non-intact family
situation on school completion appeared to be most evident
among well-educated families, whereas among non-movers the
adverse impact of non-intact families was most prominent among
poorly educated families (see Figure 1).

DISCUSSION

This registry-based cohort study reinforces the relevance
of the family context and the complex interplay between
family structures and residential mobility on the probability
of completing upper secondary education. Our parametric
estimations indicate that the risk of school non-completion
increases for each additional year with residential move during
the period from 10 to 18 years of age. The negative impact
of frequent residential mobility in school completion differs,
however, depending on the family’s structure, as measured by
parental education level and family living situation. Our two-
level model estimated that about 43% of the variation in school
completion can be attributed to the differences between families.
Considering the significant impact of family belonging, it is
essential to uncover the risk factors at the family level and
their moderators. Among those who did not complete upper
secondary education (about 29% of the study sample), 74%
have poorly educated parents, which is in line with other
Norwegian intergenerational studies (De Ridder et al., 2013;
Myhr et al., 2017).

The impact of coming from a non-intact family affected
children’s likelihood of completing school – although not as
much as the parental education level. In our study sample,
three out of 10 adolescents were living with only one parent
at age 16, which accounted for about 45% of the school non-
completers. Previous studies have shown that adolescents not
living with both parents are less well-adjusted psychologically and
socially; they are exposed to a lower family income and they have
lower academic achievement, relative to adolescents from intact
families (Amato, 2001; Seijo et al., 2016). The explanation as to
why negative outcomes are most common among children in
single-parent families might be due to both a selection process
(i.e., pre-existing differences) and a causal relationship (i.e.,
negative effects are the consequence of parental separation) (Seijo
et al., 2016). Whatever the underlying cause, these negative
outcomes are concerning because the proportion of children
and adolescents living in single-parent families, particularly in
Western countries, is growing (Child Trends, 2015).
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TABLE 2 | The impact of residential mobility and its interaction with family structure (education level and family living situation) on the probability of completing upper
secondary education.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Fixed effects

Female 1.884 1.81–1.96 1.857 1.79–1.93 1.857 1.79–1.93

Frequency of household mobility 0.584 0.57–0.60 0.778 0.76–0.79 0.794 0.76–0.83

Family structure

Poorly educated non-intact family Ref Ref

Poorly educated intact family 1.742 1.66–1.83 1.838 1.73–1.95

Well-educated non-intact family 2.431 2.28–2.60 2.496 2.29–2.73

Well-educated intact family 4.965 4.64–5.32 5.091 4.72–5.50

Family poverty 0.371 0.35–0.39 0.372 0.35–0.39

Father’s identity unknown 0.654 0.56–0.76 0.653 0.56–0.76

Interaction family structure and residential mobility

Poorly educated non-intact family Ref

Poorly educated intact family 0.919 0.88–0.96

Well-educated non-intact family 0.981 0.94–1.03

Well-educated intact family 0.996 0.94–1.05

Random effects

Family variance (95% CI) 2.571 2.2–2.88 2.207 1.95–2.50 1.520 1.31–1.76 1.519 1.31–1.76

ICC (%) 43.87 40.16 31.60 31.59

−2log likelihood 145621.8 140199.6 132123.0 132106.0

Family variance > 1 child

Family variance (95% CI) 2.521 2.24–2.84 2.187 1.93–2.48 1.495 1.28–1.74 1.496 1.29–1.74

ICC (%) 43.39 39.93 31.25 31.25

−2loglikelihood 46817.0 45441.3 42725.1 42701.0

At the same time, our study suggests that residential stability
can at least partially compensate for the negative impact of
family disruption and low parental education level. Our findings
conform to others that show links between number of total moves
and adverse outcomes in health and well-being through maturity
and later in life (Webb et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2018). That
is, they show elevated risks across the socioeconomic spectrum

TABLE 3 | Parameter estimates and log-likelihood values for the random intercept
and random slope logistic regression models.

Random intercept Random slope
(coefficient)

Parameter Coef SE Coef SE

Individual level

Intercept 1.5761 1.53–1.62 1.5729 1.52–1.62

Residential mobility −0.5233 −0.55 to −0.50 −0.5334 −0.56 to −0.51

Family level random part

Residual variance 2.1392 1.89–2.42 2.0617 1.81–2.35
intercept

Residual variance slope 0.1032 0.06–0.19

−2Log likelihood 141505.4 141488.7

BIC 141540.5 141535.5

AIC 141511.4 141496.6

Likelihood ratio test: LR chi2 = 16.77, p-value < 0.0001.

(Webb et al., 2016). In our study, 47% of the participants had
one or more years with residential moves between the ages of
10 and 18 years. The risk of non-completion of secondary school
increased incrementally with the number of residential changes
across all family structures. In other words, each additional
residential move between ages 10 to 18 years lowered the
likelihood of upper secondary school completion. But this effect
was not distributed evenly between the different family strata,
in a dose-response fashion. The well-educated intact families
seem to be least affected by residential moves, where even
frequent movers had a high predictive probability of school
completion. This observed trend is in line with the idea behind
the resource substitution and structural amplification theory
in the sense that residential stability is to a certain extent
most valuable among adolescents living in family structures
that can be unfavorable. Residential mobility may cause
unstable social conditions during childhood and adolescence
and decrease the likelihood of attaining personal resources,
such as social networks and long lasting friendships, that
otherwise would moderate undesirable family conditions related
to poorly educated parents and/or family disruption. Children are
vulnerable to damaged networks and environments as a result of
residential relocations (Morris et al., 2018). Residential mobility
may threaten child development through mechanisms such as
changes in school and peer networks (Coulton et al., 2007).
Household moves may also disrupt connections with parents
and extended family. Well-educated, intact families have higher

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 231168

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02311 October 11, 2019 Time: 16:13 # 7

Haugan and Myhr Residential Mobility and School Completion

FIGURE 1 | Predicted probability (Pr) of upper secondary school completion by different types of family structures – divided into (i) “well-educated and intact,” (ii)
“well-educated but non-intact,” (iii) “poorly educated but intact,” and (iv) “poorly educated and non-intact” – and number of years with residential moves during the
follow-up period from 10 to 18 years old.

social and socioeconomic resources that might prevent loss of
the children’s social capital upon residential relocation, thereby
minimizing the unfavorable consequences of household moves
(Hagan et al., 1996).

However, the underlying links between residential mobility
and family structures on non-completion of upper secondary
education are intricate and can be difficult to fit into overall
education and health mobility (sociological and psychological)
theories and models. We found that adolescents living in
poorly educated, intact families showed the most significant
disadvantage of household moves. Among children of poorly
educated families, the likelihood of upper secondary school
completion within intact and non-intact families converge
toward each other as the residential moves increase. This
finding is puzzling given previous studies suggesting that
frequent residential moves are a marker for family dysfunctional
and chaotic households (Boynton-Jarrett et al., 2013). We
would therefore expect that the non-intact families experience
the greatest challenges with residential mobility, regardless of
education level. However, it might be that residential moves
within intact, poorly educated families are more often related

to adverse circumstances such as economic difficulties and
work situation than the nature of mobility among other
family structures. Additionally, residential mobility may indicate
that adolescents living in poorly educated, non-intact families
have less social capital to lose by residential relocations and
more often, and to a greater extent, a relocation actually
represents an opportunity to restart one’s social network
and environmental adaptation. A life course approach should
be adopted given the time lag between household mobility
during childhood and outcomes related to education and
health. To offer more conceptual understanding of residential
mobility, Morris et al. (2018, p. 123) stated that “a greater
focus on mobility as a biography that is taken into account
alongside other life events will permit a “bigger picture” view
of mobility.”

Overall, the present study conforms with past research
showing that residential mobility is a crucial factor in
determining educational inequalities (Haelermans and De Witte,
2015). Frequent moves may accumulate unfavorable personal and
social conditions that make it more difficult to attain personal
resources necessary to complete upper secondary education
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(South et al., 2007; Metzger et al., 2015). Associations between
residential mobility and problem behaviors could, however,
be driven by school mobility and not necessarily the move
itself (Gasper et al., 2012). Nevertheless, children have little
influence over mobility decisions, which may imperil their
existing social networks. Residential moves require, in many
cases, children to change schools. Our study’s definition of
moves makes changing school nearly certain, although upper
secondary school affiliation may be the least likely to change
as a result of such moves. The impact of switching schools
on dropout varies depending on a youth’s initial risk for
switching schools (Gasper et al., 2012). To the extent that
our study addresses moves that lead to changing schools,
it must be taken into consideration when the findings are
to be interpreted.

The notation that non-completion of secondary education
increases incrementally with the number of residential changes
during childhood could be considered in light of basic
psychological needs. Relationships and a sense of connectedness
play a critical role in promoting well-being in the context of
schools (Graham et al., 2016). The desire for interpersonal
attachments – the need to belong – is considered a fundamental
human motivation and a basic psychological need (Baumeister
and Leary, 1995). Baumeister and Leary (1995) propose that
human beings need a few close relationships, and we need these
interactions to occur in a framework of long-term, stable caring
and concern, and when the need for belonging is satisfied,
positive social, behavioral, and psychological outcomes can
be achieved. The authors also state that forming additional
bonds beyond those few persons has less and less impact on
emotional and cognitive outcomes. However, Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological theory of human development and socialization –
also called the bioecological systems theory – suggests a
broader framework by underlining the influence of different
levels and sizes of social and cultural environments on
human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner
and Morris, 2006). When a child experiences a residential
move, many of the child’s closest surroundings and nearest
relationships, like teachers and classmates at school, hobby
club mates, the neighbors and the connections between the
settings are interrupted, and new relationships need to be
built up. Consequently, these children are exposed to a
socially vulnerable situation. Thus, initiatives that promote
social inclusion in the school, but also in other “microsystem”
arenas, such as family, neighborhood, peers, and sport clubs,
are important to prevent loss of social capital when adolescents
change residence.

In a recent methodological review of the residential
mobility literature, the concept of mobility is inconsistently
operationalized along four dimensions: school vs. residential,
distance, timing, and frequency (Garboden et al., 2017). The
authors therefore call for an ideal mobility module that collects
“full residential and school trajectories of children, including
any instigating events and contemporaneous changes in family
structure” (Garboden et al., 2017, p. 258). Given that we were
not able to do this, the current study has several limitations
and the findings are vulnerable to selection bias. A major

limitation is the lack of information about the reasons for
residential mobility decisions. We did not take into account
ethnic background or separate the educational levels of mother
and father. A previous study from Norway found that ethnic
majority students benefit the most from having parents with
high education, and further that minority girls largely benefit
from their mother’s education level (Støren and Helland, 2009).
Further studies with specific analyses that reveal interaction
effects are needed to give a more nuanced explanation of
the complexity between individual characteristics, family
background, resources and living arrangements, and school
completion. Regarding measure of family SES, there are several
other indicators than parental education level that can be used
such as family income, professional status, parental financial
wealth, and receipt of social security benefits. Moreover, an
ideal mobility study includes explanatory variables at multiple
appropriate levels and allows the levels (e.g., the context) to
change over time. A highly relevant level in the present study is
the school or schools the children attended during the follow-up
period. Thus, it would be beneficial to analyze the data by
multiple membership cross-classified multilevel models that
allow the neighborhood, school, and family levels to change
over time (Chandola et al., 2005; Chung and Beretvas, 2012;
Leckie, 2013).

Resource substation theory of education and health outcomes
later in life suggests that persons with disadvantaged family
backgrounds benefit the most from educational attainment
(Ross and Mirowsky, 2011; Schaan, 2014). Thus, the variation
in school completion between family structures (in our study
defined by parental educational level and residing with one
or both parents) plays an important role in public health
efforts. Further research in this area should emphasize the
underlying interplay between residential mobility and family
resources on non-completion of upper secondary education.
In our study, a high proportion of non-completers live with
poorly educated parents. This is in accordance with other
studies showing that parental educational attainment, to a large
extent, structures the education level of their offspring. Thus,
future public health efforts should promote intergenerational
educational mobility. The adverse effect of frequent moves,
particularly among adolescents in poorly educated families,
calls for attention in schools, family, public health agencies,
and housing policies to promote stability and sustainable life
situations among vulnerable families. Adolescents in poorly
educated and non-intact families are particularly at risk for
school non-completion and should therefore be given priority in
future efforts to increase completion rates. Various stakeholders
have to communicate and collaborate in their recognition
of the importance of psychological membership and the
concept of belonging. The stakeholders should build productive
relationships on multiple levels of practice to support children
with social, emotional, and behavioral difficulties in school
contexts (Botha and Kourkoutas, 2016). Our findings should be
considered in a life course perspective, because accumulation
of unfavorable conditions during childhood and adolescence
tend to constrict future prospects in terms of health and
quality of life.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 231170

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02311 October 11, 2019 Time: 16:13 # 9

Haugan and Myhr Residential Mobility and School Completion

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

Due to the legislation governing scientific ethics, the data
that support the findings of this study are only available on
request in accordance with the agreement with the owner of
the data, Statistic Norway, and the approver of the study, the
Regional Committees for Medical and Health Research Ethics
(REC) in Mid-Norway. Please see http://www.ssb.no/en/omssb/
tjenester-og-verktoy/data-til-forskning for the procedure and
requirements to obtain microdata from Statistic Norway.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The present study is based on retrospective analysis of registry
data. The Regional Committees for Medical and Health Research
Ethics (REK) of Mid-Norway approved the study and the data
linkage procedures (permission 2011/783). The ethic committee
REK formally waived the need for consent. The exemptions
were given because our study used data registries where

the information was collected from sources other than the
persons themselves.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

TH and AM designed and planned the study, and interpreted
the results. AM structured and analyzed the data, and
assisted with writing and editing of the manuscript. TH had
primary responsibility for the writing and editing of the
manuscript. Both authors took responsibility for the integrity
and accuracy of the data analysis and the decision to submit
this manuscript for publication, and read and approved the
final manuscript.

FUNDING

Funding for open access publication fees was received from the
Faculty of Nursing and Health Sciences at Nord University.

REFERENCES
Akselsen, A., Lien, S., and Siverstøl, Ø (2007). FD-Trygd, List of Variables. Oslo:

Statistisk Sentralbyrå.
Amato, P. R. (2001). Children of divorce in the 1990s: an update of the amato and

keith (1991) meta-analysis. J. Fam. Psychol. 15, 355–370. doi: 10.1037//0893-
3200.15.3.355

Bäckman, O., Jakobsen, V., Lorentzen, T., Österbacka, E., and Dahl, E. (2015).
Early school leaving in scandinavia: extent and labour market effects. J. Eur.
Soc. Policy 25, 253–269. doi: 10.1177/0958928715588702

Bäckman, O., and Nilsson, A. (2010). Pathways to social exclusion—a life-course
study. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 27, 107–123. doi: 10.1093/esr/jcp064

Baumeister, R. F., and Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: desire for
interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychol. Bull.
117, 497-529.

Bell, M. (1996). How often do Australians move? Alternative measures of
population mobility J. Aust. Popul. Assoc. 13, 101–124. doi: 10.1007/bf0302
9490

Bell, M., Charles-Edwards, E., Kupiszewska, D., Kupiszewski, M., Stillwell, J.,
and Zhu, Y. (2015). Internal migration data around the world: assessing
contemporary practice. Popul. Place 21, 1–17. doi: 10.1002/psp.1848

Bernard, A. (2017). Levels and patterns of internal migration in Europe: a cohort
perspective. Popul. Stud. 71, 293–311. doi: 10.1080/00324728.2017.1360932

Botha, J., and Kourkoutas, E. (2016). A community of practice as an inclusive
model to support children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties
in school contexts. Int. J. Inclusive Educ. 20, 784–799. doi: 10.1080/13603116.
2015.1111448

Boynton-Jarrett, R., Hair, E., and Zuckerman, B. (2013). Turbulent times: effects
of turbulence and violence exposure in adolescence on high school completion,
health risk behavior, and mental health in young adulthood. Soc. Sci. Med. 95,
77–86. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.09.007

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by
Nature and Design. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Bronfenbrenner, U., and Morris, P. A. (2006). “The bioecological model of human
development,” in Handbook of Child Psychology: Theoretical Models of Human
Development, eds R. M. Lerner, and W. Damon, (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley &
Sons Inc.).

Caspi, A., Wright, B. R. E., Moffitt, T. E., and Silva, P. A. (1998). Early failure in
the labor market: childhood and adolescent predictors of unemployment in the
transition to adulthood. Am. Sociol. Rev. 63, 424–451.

Chandola, T., Clarke, P., Wiggins, R. D., and Bartley, M. (2005). Who you live with
and where you live: setting the context for health using multiple membership

multilevel models. J. Epidemiol. Commun. Health 59, 170–175. doi: 10.1136/
jech.2003.019539

Chaudhary, M. (2011). Sju av ti fullfører videregående opplæring. [Seven out of
ten complete secondary education]. (In Norwegian), in: Samfunnsspeilet 2011/5-
6, Statistics Norway. Available at: https://www.ssb.no/utdanning/artikler-og-
publikasjoner/sju-av-ti-fullforer-videregaaende-opplaering (accessed April 15,
2019).

Child Trends, (2015). World Family Map 2015: Mapping Family Change and Child
Well-being Outcomes. An International Report from Child Trends. Bethesda,
MD: Child Trends.

Chung, H., and Beretvas, S. N. (2012). The impact of ignoring multiple
membership data structures in multilevel models. Br. J. Math. Stat. Psychol. 65,
185–200. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8317.2011.02023.x

Corrás, T., Seijo, D., Fariña, F., Novo, M., Arce, R., and Cabanach, R. (2017).
What and how much do children lose in academic settings owing to parental
separation? Front. Psychol. 8:1545. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01545

Coulton, C. J., Crampton, D. S., Irwin, M., Spilsbury, J. C., and Korbin, J. E. (2007).
How neighborhoods influence child maltreatment: a review of the literature and
alternative pathways. Child Abuse Negl. 31, 1117–1142. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.
2007.03.023

De Ridder, K. A., Pape, K., Johnsen, R., Holmen, T. L., Westin, S., and Bjorngaard,
J. H. (2013). Adolescent health and high school dropout: a prospective cohort
study of 9000 norwegian adolescents (the young-HUNT). PLoS One 8:e74954.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0074954

De Ridder, K. A., Pape, K., Johnsen, R., Westin, S., Holmen, T. L., and
Bjorngaard, J. H. (2012). School dropout: a major public health challenge:
a 10-year prospective study on medical and non-medical social insurance
benefits in young adulthood, the young-HUNT 1 study (Norway). J. Epidemiol.
Community Health 66, 995–1000. doi: 10.1136/jech-2011-200047

DeLuca, S., and Dayton, E. (2009). Switching social contexts: the effects of housing
mobility and school choice programs on youth outcomes. Annu. Rev. Sociol. 35,
457–491. doi: 10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-120032

Dundas, R., Leyland, A. H., and Macintyre, S. (2014). Early-life school,
neighborhood, and family influences on adult health: a multilevel cross-
classified analysis of the aberdeen children of the 1950s study. Am. J. Epidemiol.
180, 197–207. doi: 10.1093/aje/kwu110

Dupere, V., Archambault, I., Leventhal, T., Dion, E., and Anderson, S. (2015).
School mobility and school-age children’s social adjustment. Dev. Psychol. 51,
197–210. doi: 10.1037/a0038480

Fantuzzo, J., Mcwayne, C., Perry, M. A., and Childs, S. (2004). Multiple
dimensions of family involvement and their relations to behavioral and learning
competencies for urban, low-income children. School Psychol. Rev. 33, 467–480.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 231171

http://www.ssb.no/en/omssb/tjenester-og-verktoy/data-til-forskning
http://www.ssb.no/en/omssb/tjenester-og-verktoy/data-til-forskning
https://doi.org/10.1037//0893-3200.15.3.355
https://doi.org/10.1037//0893-3200.15.3.355
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928715588702
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcp064
https://doi.org/10.1007/bf03029490
https://doi.org/10.1007/bf03029490
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.1848
https://doi.org/10.1080/00324728.2017.1360932
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2015.1111448
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2015.1111448
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2003.019539
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2003.019539
https://www.ssb.no/utdanning/artikler-og-publikasjoner/sju-av-ti-fullforer-videregaaende-opplaering
https://www.ssb.no/utdanning/artikler-og-publikasjoner/sju-av-ti-fullforer-videregaaende-opplaering
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8317.2011.02023.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01545
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2007.03.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2007.03.023
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0074954
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2011-200047
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-120032
https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwu110
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038480
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02311 October 11, 2019 Time: 16:13 # 10

Haugan and Myhr Residential Mobility and School Completion

Feijten, P., and Van Ham, M. (2007). Residential mobility and migration of the
divorced and separated. Demogr. Res. 17, 623–654. doi: 10.4054/demres.2007.
17.21

Fowler, P. J., Henry, D. B., and Marcal, K. E. (2015). Family and housing instability:
longitudinal impact on adolescent emotional and behavioral well-being. Soc.
Sci. Res. 53, 364–374. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.06.012

Garboden, P. M., Leventhal, T., and Newman, S. (2017). Estimating the effects
of residential mobility: a methodological note. J. Soc. Ser. Res. 43, 246–261.
doi: 10.1080/01488376.2017.1282392

Gasper, J., Deluca, S., and Estacion, A. (2012). Switching schools: revisiting the
relationship between school mobility and high school dropout. Am. Educ. Res.
J. 49, 487–519. doi: 10.3102/0002831211415250

Goldstein, H. (1995). Multilevel Statistical Models. London: Arnold.
Graham, A., Powell, M. A., and Truscott, J. (2016). Facilitating student well-being:

relationships do matter. Educ. Res. 58, 366–383. doi: 10.1080/00131881.2016.
1228841

Haelermans, C., and De Witte, K. (2015). Does residential mobility improve
educational outcomes? Evidence from the Netherlands. Soc. Sci. Res. 52, 351–
369. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.02.008

Hagan, J., Macmillan, R., and Wheaton, B. (1996). New kid in town: social capital
and the life course effects of family migration on children. Am. Sociol. Rev. 61,
368–385.

Hanushek, E. A., Kain, J. F., and Rivkin, S. G. (2004). Why public schools lose
teachers. J. Hum. Resour. 39, 326–354. doi: 10.3368/jhr.xxxix.2.326

Haynie, D. L., and South, S. J. (2005). Residential mobility and adolescent violence.
Soc. Forces 84, 361–374. doi: 10.1353/sof.2005.0104

Jackson, M., and Mare, R. (2009). Distinguishing Between the Effects of Residential
Mobility and Neighborhood Change on Children’s Well-Being: A Research Note.
California: California Center for Population Research.

Jelleyman, T., and Spencer, N. (2008). Residential mobility in childhood and health
outcomes: a systematic review. J. Epidemiol. Comm. Health 62, 584–592. doi:
10.1136/jech.2007.060103

Leckie, G. (2013). Cross-classified multilevel models-concepts. LEMMA VLE
Module 12, 1–60.

Marmot, M. G., and Bell, R. (2012). Fair society, healthy lives. Public Health
126(Suppl. 1), S4–S10.

Merlo, J., Chaix, B., Yang, M., Lynch, J., and Råstam, L. (2005). A brief conceptual
tutorial of multilevel analysis in social epidemiology: linking the statistical
concept of clustering to the idea of contextual phenomenon. J. Epidemiol.
Community Health 59, 443–449. doi: 10.1136/jech.2004.023473

Metzger, M. W., Fowler, P. J., Anderson, C. L., and Lindsay, C. A. (2015).
Residential mobility during adolescence: do even “upward” moves predict
dropout risk? Soc. Sci Res. 53, 218–230. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.05.004

Ministry of Education and Research, (2007). Education - From Kindergarten to
Adult Education. Oslo: Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research.

Morris, T., Manley, D., and Sabel, C. E. (2018). Residential mobility: towards
progress in mobility health research. Prog. Hum. Geogr. 42, 112–133. doi: 10.
1177/0309132516649454

Murphey, D., Bandy, T., and Moore, K. A. (2012). Frequent Residential Mobility
and Young Children’s Well-Being. Washington, DC: Child Trends.

Myhr, A., Haugan, T., Lillefjell, M., and Halvorsen, T. (2018). Non-completion
of secondary education and early disability in Norway: geographic patterns,
individual and community risks. BMC Public Health 18:682. doi: 10.1186/
s12889-018-5551-1

Myhr, A., Lillefjell, M., Espnes, G. A., and Halvorsen, T. (2017). Do family and
neighbourhood matter in secondary school completion? A multilevel study
of determinants and their interactions in a life-course perspective. PLoS One
12:e0172281. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0172281

OECD, (2018). Education at a Glance 2018: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD
Publishing.

Oishi, S., and Schimmack, U. (2010). Residential mobility, well-being, and
mortality. J. Personal. 98, 980–994. doi: 10.1037/a0019389

Rabe-Hesketh, S., and Skrondal, A. (2012). Multilevel and Longitudinal Modeling
using Stata. College Station, TX: STATA press.

Rasbash, J., Leckie, G., Pillinger, R., and Jenkins, J. (2010). Children’s educational
progress: partitioning family, school and area effects. J. R. Stat. Soc. 173,
657–682. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-985x.2010.00642.x

Ross, C. E., and Mirowsky, J. (2011). The interaction of personal and parental
education on health. Soc. Sci. Med. 72, 591–599. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.
11.028

Sampson, R. J., Morenoff, J. D., and Gannon-Rowley, T. (2002). Assessing
“neighborhood effects”: social processes and new directions in research. Ann.
Rev. Sociol. 28, 443–478. doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141114

Scanlon, E., and Devine, K. J. J. S. (2001). Residential mobility and youth well-
being: research, policy, and practice issues. J. Sociol. Soc. Welf. 28, 119.

Schaan, B. (2014). The interaction of family background and personal education
on depressive symptoms in later life. Soc. Sci. Med. 102, 94–102. doi: 10.1016/j.
socscimed.2013.11.049

Seijo, D., Fariña, F., Corras, T., Novo, M., and Arce, R. (2016). Estimating
the epidemiology and quantifying the damages of parental separation in
children and adolescents. Front. Psychol. 7:1611. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.
01611

Sharkey, P., and Faber, J. W. (2014). Where, when, why, and for whom do
residential contexts matter? Moving away from the dichotomous understanding
of neighborhood effects. Ann. Rev. Sociol. 40, 559–579. doi: 10.1146/annurev-
soc-071913-043350

Snijders, T. A. B., and Bosker, R. (2012). Multilevel Analysis: An Introduction to
Basic and Advanced Multilevel Modeling. London: Sage Publishers.

South, S. J., Haynie, D. L., and Bose, S. (2007). Student mobility and school dropout.
Soc. Sci. Res. 36, 68–94. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2005.10.001

Statistics Norway. (2001). Norwegian Standard Classification of Education. Oslo:
Kongsvinger Statistics Norway.

Statistics Norway, (2018). Gjennomføring i videregående opplæring [Online].
Available: https://www.ssb.no/vgogjen (accessed March 26, 2019).

Støren, L. A., and Helland, H. (2009). Ethnicity differences in the completion
rates of upper secondary education: how do the effects of gender and social
background variables interplay? Eur. Sociol. Rev. 26, 585–601. doi: 10.1093/esr/
jcp041

Tucker, C. J., Marx, J., and Long, L. (1998). Moving on: residential mobility and
children’s school lives. Sociol. Educ. 71, 111–129. doi: 10.1007/s11524-019-
00356-2

Viner, R. M., Ozer, E. M., Denny, S., Marmot, M., Resnick, M., Fatusi, A., et al.
(2012). Adolescence and the social determinants of health. Lancet 379, 1641–
1652.

Voight, A., Shinn, M., and Nation, M. (2012). The longitudinal effects of residential
mobility on the academic achievement of urban elementary and middle school
students. Educ. Res. 41, 385–392. doi: 10.3102/0013189x12442239

Warner, C., and Sharp, G. (2016). The short-and long-term effects of life events
on residential mobility. Adv. Life Course Res. 27, 1–15. doi: 10.1016/j.alcr.2015.
09.002

Webb, R. T., Pedersen, C. B., and Mok, P. L. (2016). Adverse outcomes to early
middle age linked with childhood residential mobility. Am. J. Prev. Med. 51,
291–300. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2016.04.011

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2019 Haugan and Myhr. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 231172

https://doi.org/10.4054/demres.2007.17.21
https://doi.org/10.4054/demres.2007.17.21
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.06.012
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2017.1282392
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831211415250
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1228841
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1228841
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.02.008
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.xxxix.2.326
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2005.0104
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2007.060103
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2007.060103
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2004.023473
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132516649454
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132516649454
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5551-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5551-1
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172281
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019389
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-985x.2010.00642.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141114
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.11.049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.11.049
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01611
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01611
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-071913-043350
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-071913-043350
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2005.10.001
https://www.ssb.no/vgogjen
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcp041
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcp041
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-019-00356-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-019-00356-2
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x12442239
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2015.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2015.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2016.04.011
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 2222

REVIEW
published: 16 October 2019

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02222

Edited by: 
Douglas F. Kauffman,  

Medical University of the  
Americas – Nevis, United States

Reviewed by: 
Gianluca Serafini,  

San Martino Hospital (IRCCS), Italy
Nina Klang,  

Uppsala University, Sweden

*Correspondence: 
Christopher A. Kearney  
chris.kearney@unlv.edu

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Educational Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 03 July 2019
Accepted: 17 September 2019

Published: 16 October 2019

Citation:
Kearney CA, Gonzálvez C,  

Graczyk PA and Fornander MJ (2019) 
Reconciling Contemporary 

Approaches to School Attendance 
and School Absenteeism: Toward 
Promotion and Nimble Response, 

Global Policy Review and 
Implementation, and Future 

Adaptability (Part 1).
Front. Psychol. 10:2222.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02222

Reconciling Contemporary Approaches 
to School Attendance and School 
Absenteeism: Toward Promotion and 
Nimble Response, Global Policy Review 
and Implementation, and Future 
Adaptability (Part 1)
Christopher A. Kearney1*, Carolina Gonzálvez2, Patricia A. Graczyk3 and 
Mirae J. Fornander1

1 Department of Psychology, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Las Vegas, NV, United States, 2 Department of Developmental 
Psychology and Teaching, University of Alicante, San Vicente del Raspeig, Spain, 3 Department of Psychiatry, University of 
Illinois at Chicago, Chicago, IL, United States

School attendance is an important foundational competency for children and adolescents, 
and school absenteeism has been linked to myriad short- and long-term negative 
consequences, even into adulthood. Many efforts have been made to conceptualize and 
address this population across various categories and dimensions of functioning and 
across multiple disciplines, resulting in both a rich literature base and a splintered view 
regarding this population. This article (Part 1 of 2) reviews and critiques key categorical 
and dimensional approaches to conceptualizing school attendance and school absenteeism, 
with an eye toward reconciling these approaches (Part 2 of 2) to develop a roadmap for 
preventative and intervention strategies, early warning systems and nimble response, 
global policy review, dissemination and implementation, and adaptations to future changes 
in education and technology. This article sets the stage for a discussion of a multidimensional, 
multi-tiered system of supports pyramid model as a heuristic framework for conceptualizing 
the manifold aspects of school attendance and school absenteeism.

Keywords: school attendance, school absenteeism, truancy, school refusal, school withdrawal, school exclusion, 
multi-tiered system of supports, response to intervention

INTRODUCTION

School attendance and successful graduation from high school or its equivalent have long been 
recognized as crucial foundational competencies for children and adolescents. Strong school 
attendance and successful graduation are closely linked to broad, positive outcome variables such 
as enhanced lifetime earning potential and economic empowerment (Balfanz et  al., 2014; Balfanz, 
2016), opportunities for higher education and other avenues of adult and career readiness (Darling-
Hammond et  al., 2014), improved health and reduced death rates (Freudenberg and Ruglis, 
2007; Allison and Attisha, 2019), better civic engagement and outcomes (Zaff et al., 2017; DePaoli 
et  al., 2018), and critical thinking, risk aversion, and life skills that impact positive 
economic  and  health-based choices (Brunello and De Paola, 2014). In related fashion, strong 
school attendance and successful graduation may enhance quality of life and buffer against 
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negative mental and physical health outcomes (Rumberger, 2011; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2012; Lee et  al., 2016).

Conversely, school attendance problems, including school 
absenteeism, have long been recognized as a critical developmental 
challenge and limiting factor for children and adolescents (Kearney, 
2016). School attendance problems in various forms have been 
linked to a wide array of academic deficiencies such as reduced 
educational performance, lower reading and mathematics test 
scores, fewer literacy skills, grade retention, and school dropout 
(Bridgeland et al., 2006; Burton et al., 2014; Smerillo et al., 2018). 
School attendance problems are closely linked as well to internalizing 
behavior problems such as anxiety, depression (including issues 
of suicidal behavior and bereavement), and social isolation (Ek 
and Eriksson, 2013; Pompili et  al., 2013; Miller et  al., 2015; 
Finning et al., 2019; Knollmann et al., 2019) as well as externalizing 
behavior problems such as elevated alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, 
and other drug use (Henry and Huizinga, 2007; Holtes et  al., 
2015), risky sexual behaviors (Allison and Attisha, 2019), 
oppositional defiant and conduct problems (Wood et  al., 2012), 
impaired social functioning and poor relationships with peers 
(Havik et  al., 2015; Gonzalvez et  al., 2019), and involvement 
with the juvenile justice system (Anderson et  al., 2016). School 
attendance problems are connected to myriad adverse childhood 
experiences such as trauma, school violence and victimization, 
and medical problems as well (Hutzell and Payne, 2012; Ramirez 
et  al., 2012; Emerson et  al., 2016; Hsu et  al., 2016; McLean 
et  al., 2017; Stempel et  al., 2017; Berendes et  al., 2019).

School attendance problems have long-lasting effects even 
into adulthood, including enhanced risk for marital and 
psychiatric problems (Hibbett and Fogelman, 1990), non-violent 
crime and substance use (Henry et  al., 2012; Rocque et  al., 
2017), and occupational problems and economic deprivation 
(Christenson and Thurlow, 2004; Bridgeland et  al., 2006). 
Students who drop out of high school are 24 times more 
likely than graduates to experience four or more negative life 
outcomes (Lansford et al., 2016). The societal outlays for school 
dropout are substantial as well, including elevated economic 
costs due to increased crime, incarceration, public assistance, 
unemployment, and medical coverage as well as reduced mobility, 
tax revenues, earnings, entrepreneurship, and productivity 
(Marchbanks et  al., 2014; Latif et  al., 2015; Levin, 2017).

School attendance problems have no consensus definition (see 
later section) but lack of school attendance as well as permanent 
school dropout have been identified as widespread global 
phenomena with substantial prevalence rates, especially among 
developing areas such as sub-Saharan and northern Africa and 
southern and western Asia. Nearly one of five children and 
adolescents worldwide (17.8%) are out of school, a rate more 
than doubled among upper secondary school-age youth (36.3%) 
and elevated among girls and those in low-income countries. 
Even in Europe and North America, the out-of-school rate is 
4.3% (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2016). In the United 
States, the high school graduation rate is 84.1%, the status dropout 
rate is 6.1%, and the chronic absenteeism rate (federally defined 
as missing 15+ (8.3%) days of school in one academic year) is 
16.0%, a rate elevated among diverse youth, students with 
disabilities, and high school students (21.1%) (DePaoli et  al., 

2018; National Center for Education Statistics, 2018; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2019). As such, school attendance is 
often viewed as a key linchpin for prevention science and for 
curbing mental health and other problems in children and 
adolescents worldwide (Kieling et al., 2011; Catalano et al., 2012).

The substantial impact and prevalence of school attendance 
and school absenteeism (SA/A) have led researchers across many 
disciplines to study these phenomena, including those in 
psychology, education, criminal and juvenile justice, social work, 
medicine, psychiatry, nursing, epidemiology, public and educational 
policy, program evaluation, leadership, child development, and 
sociology, among other professions (Elliot, 1999; Kearney, 2003; 
Birioukov, 2016). Research in this area has been conducted for 
over a century, making SA/A among the longest-investigated 
issues among children and adolescents (Kearney, 2001). This 
lengthy period of study has led to a plethora of terms and 
approaches to describe this population, which has led 
simultaneously to a rich literature base but also to considerable 
splintering across disciplines and thus a lack of consensus with 
respect to defining, conceptualizing, classifying, assessing, and 
addressing SA/A (Kearney, 2016, 2019). Such splintering has 
likely led to dissemination and implementation barriers regarding 
empirically based strategies for SA/A (Arora et  al., 2016).

EVOLUTION OF CONCEPTS IN  
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE AND  
SCHOOL ABSENTEEISM

The purpose of this article is to draw upon this rich and 
disparate literature base to begin to reconcile various contemporary 
approaches to SA/A and to develop a heuristic framework for 
conceptualizing this population moving forward. Such a framework 
is necessary given several needs: to promote school attendance 
as much as to reduce absenteeism, to respond nimbly to emerging 
school attendance problems, to inform policy review, to provide 
general applicability to various jurisdictions and cultures, and 
to adapt to future and rapid changes in education and technology. 
As such, a contemporary framework for SA/A will need to 
be  inclusive, flexible, applicable, educational, and pliable.

Efforts to conceptualize SA/A are manifold, in part because 
of the heterogeneous nature of the constructs and because 
risk factors for these problems are multilayered and myriad 
(van der Woude et al., 2017). However, these conceptualization 
efforts can be grouped generally into categorical and dimensional 
approaches. Historical efforts to conceptualize SA/A began with 
categorical terms, dichotomies, and distinctions to try to sort 
youth with school attendance problems into defined groups 
in an effort to better understand the mechanisms underlying 
such behaviors (Kearney, 2001). Categorical approaches broadly 
aim for within-category homogeneity and between-category 
qualitative differences (De Boeck et  al., 2005), goals that have 
been somewhat elusive for SA/A (DiBartolo and Braun, 2017).

Other efforts to conceptualize SA/A have focused more on 
dimensional approaches to better reflect the heterogeneity, 
fluidity, scalability, and complexity of these constructs (Kearney 
and Silverman, 1996). Such approaches, described in more 
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detail in later sections, focus on fluid or latent constructs such 
as attendance profiles, absenteeism severity, risk factors, functions, 
and interventions that can be  arranged along various spectra 
or continua (Maynard et  al., 2012). Dimensional approaches 
generally aim for within-category heterogeneity and between-
category quantitative differences (De Boeck et  al., 2005), goals 
that can also be  challenging for SA/A (Heyne et  al., 2019).

The juxtaposition of categorical and dimensional approaches 
to mental health and related challenges has led historically to 
strong debates about which approach best characterizes a given 
phenomenon or set of phenomena such as mental disorders 
(Widiger and Samuel, 2005). Such debate is intensified by the 
fact that specific taxa for personality and psychopathology are 
difficult to distinguish even though clinicians and educational 
and mental health agencies often rely on categorical approaches 
(Haslam et  al., 2012). In addition, mental disorders and 
psychopathological constructs can be categorically different from 
normal function in some cases (e.g., psychotic or eating disorder) 
but not in other cases (e.g., personality disorder, worry), further 
muddying the classification waters (Ruscio and Ruscio, 2008).

Coghill and Sonuga-Barke (2012) described several avenues 
for reconciling this debate with respect to mental health and 
other challenges in children and adolescents. These avenues 
include replacing categorical with dimensional approaches at 
various levels or utilizing a mixed approach whereby categories 
and dimensions are considered alongside one another. With 
respect to the latter avenue, this could include allowing some 
phenomena to be described categorically (e.g., autism, endogenous 
depression) and other phenomena to be described dimensionally 
(e.g., psychopathy, exogenous depression). Or, in a mixed approach, 
both categorical and dimensional approaches could be  used 
together within the same class of disorder (e.g., the category 
of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder with dimensions of 
inattentiveness and hyperactivity/impulsivity). Coghill and Sonuga-
Barke (2012) maintained that systems based on both categorical 
and dimensional approaches can coexist within a single problem 
by serving different but equally useful purposes.

The next sections of this article (Part 1 of the review) contain 
brief descriptions of common categorical terms and distinctions 
as well as dimensional approaches to the study of SA/A. These 
sections also briefly describe the advantages and disadvantages 
of each method. In Part 2 of this review, we  adopt Coghill 
and Sonuga-Barke’s (2012) premise that both categorical and 
dimensional approaches can be applied to a given heterogeneous 
construct such as SA/A and, indeed, that these approaches 
are wholly compatible with one another with respect to SA/A. 
In addition, such compatibilities may be helpful for developing 
a roadmap for researchers, clinicians, and educators to follow 
as they work to develop preventiative and nimble responses 
to SA/A, disseminate research work, and adapt to future changes 
in education and technology.

TERMINOLOGY

As mentioned, school attendance problems have no consensus 
definition, in part because of the various terms used to describe 

this population from different disciplines. This section provides 
general descriptions of common categorical terms utilized in 
the field, with the strong caveat that considerable controversy 
and heterogeneity remain even with respect to these 
characterizations (Kiani et al., 2018). Most broadly, school attendance 
has traditionally referred to a student’s complete in-class physical 
presence during an academic day and school absenteeism has 
traditionally referred to a student’s complete in-class physical 
absence during an academic day (Kearney, 2019). School 
absenteeism is sometimes categorized as excused or unexcused 
(or authorized or unauthorized) in nature, referring to absence 
due to some legitimate reason such as illness or absence due 
to some illegitimate reason such as peer association outside of 
school (Gottfried, 2009). School attendance problems, which can 
include school absenteeism, refer generally to either a collection 
of different kinds of absences (e.g., late to school/tardiness; skipped 
class or missed time of day) or to general difficulties attending 
or getting to school that can involve a wide array of individual 
and contextual factors (Kearney, 2016). School attendance problems 
can lead eventually to school stopout, which refers to temporary 
departure from school prior to graduation, and/or school dropout/
stayout, which refers to permanent, premature departure from 
school prior to graduation (Boylan and Renzulli, 2017).

Several terms in the literature refer generally, though not 
always, to youth-based school attendance problems, or absences 
initiated primarily by a child or adolescent, with the caveat 
that many different risk factor levels (e.g., parent, peer, school) 
apply to this population. Truancy is one of the oldest terms 
for school attendance problems and refers generally to illegal, 
unexcused (see later section) school absenteeism. Truancy is a 
term often utilized by school districts and/or larger entities to 
construct policies and definitions, such as 10 unexcused absences 
in a given semester or 15-week period, that trigger some legal, 
punitive, or administrative consequence (Sutphen et  al., 2010). 
From a research perspective, truancy is often associated as well 
with delinquency, externalizing behavior problems, and social 
conditions such as poverty (Zhang et  al., 2010).

School refusal refers broadly to school attendance problems 
due to emotional difficulties such as general and social and 
separation anxiety, worry, distress, and sadness (Elliott and 
Place, 2019). A related but archaic term, school phobia, refers 
more specifically to fear-based school attendance problems such 
as avoidance of a specific object at school or related to school 
(e.g., alarm, animal, bus) that leads to absenteeism (Inglés 
et  al., 2015). School refusal behavior refers to a child-motivated 
refusal to attend school or difficulties remaining in classes for 
an entire day (Kearney and Silverman, 1990, 1996). School 
refusal behavior may or may not be related to emotional distress 
about school, and thus serves as an umbrella term for constructs 
such as truancy and school refusal.

Other terms in the literature refer to school attendance 
problems initiated primarily by entities other than the child, 
again with the caveat that multiple risk factor levels apply to 
each. School withdrawal refers generally to parent-initiated school 
absenteeism (Kahn and Nursten, 1962; Kearney and Fornander, 
2018). Parents or other caregivers may deliberately keep a child 
home from school for employment or child care purposes, to 
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conceal maltreatment, to protect a child from perceived harm 
(e.g., school violence or victimization, kidnapping by an 
ex-spouse), to punish a child, or to mitigate a parent’s separation 
anxiety or psychopathology due to anxiety, depression, substance 
use, or other problem, among other reasons (Kearney, 2001).

In addition, school exclusion refers generally to school-initiated 
absenteeism. Such exclusion may involve lawful exclusionary 
disciplinary practices such as suspension or expulsion for 
behavior problems or for, ironically, school absenteeism (Maag, 
2012). School exclusion practices are often associated with zero 
tolerance policies regarding certain student behaviors, particularly 
those related to violence and other dangerous behavior (Theriot 
et al., 2010). School exclusion may also involve unlawful, unclear, 
or more nefarious reasons such as sending students (in particular 
special needs students) home or restricting their ability to attend 
school without official documentation (McCluskey et al., 2016).

CATEGORICAL DISTINCTIONS

Related to these historical terms have been various broad-band 
and etiologically based categorical dichotomies and distinctions 
for SA/A. These dichotomies and distinctions have been generally 
designed to carve out groups of youth with different school 
attendance problems to help identify causal factors as well as 
basic treatment direction and scope (Reid, 2013).

School Refusal-Truancy
An enduring categorical dichotomy has involved school refusal-
truancy, which has been historically based on an internalizing-
externalizing behavior problem distinction (Young et  al., 1990). 
School refusal is often linked to internalizing difficulties such as 
anxiety and depression, whereas truancy is often linked to 
externalizing difficulties such as oppositional and conduct problems 
(Dembo et  al., 2016). In addition, school refusal is sometimes 
associated with parental knowledge of a child’s absenteeism, whereas 
truancy is often tied to lack of parental knowledge (Bobakova 
et al., 2015). School refusal may be more associated with primary 
or early secondary grades, whereas truancy may be more associated 
with later secondary grades (Melvin et  al., 2017; Pengpid and 
Peltzer, 2017). School refusal may be more associated with certain 
family dynamics such as enmeshment, whereas truancy may 
be  more associated with certain family dynamics such as conflict 
(McConnell and Kubina Jr, 2014; Richardson, 2016).

A main advantage of a school refusal-truancy distinction is 
its face validity, as some children are clearly anxious and thus 
avoidant of school whereas some adolescents refuse or decline 
to attend school without emotional difficulty and with perhaps 
more delinquency (Berg, 1997; Evans, 2000). The dichotomy 
carries a significant number of disadvantages, however. First, 
numerous studies and reviews have demonstrated considerable 
heterogeneity within each construct (Inglés et  al., 2015). School 
refusal is linked to a wide variety of anxiety- and mood-based 
conditions in addition to fairly broad terms such as emotional 
distress, avoidance, malingering, dread, worry, fear, somatic 
complaints, and negative affectivity (e.g., Sibeoni et  al., 2018). 
In addition, truancy is a highly heterogeneous construct with 

multiple dimensions related to academic status, disability profile, 
location, race/ethnicity, activities in and out of school, individual-
group-orientation, premediated-spontaneous, parental academic 
involvement, and type and number of classes skipped, among 
many other variables (Reid, 1999; Chen et al., 2016; Dahl, 2016; 
Sälzer and Heine, 2016; Keppens and Spruyt, 2017; Maynard 
et  al., 2017). Truancy as a legal construct is also highly variably 
defined across many jurisdictions (Gentle-Genitty et  al., 2015).

Second, many researchers have demonstrated substantial 
heterogeneity across the two constructs. Both school refusal and 
truancy have been associated, for example, with learning and 
health difficulties, effects from bullying, social interaction problems, 
maltreatment, chronic illness, and, of course, missing school (Katz 
et  al., 2016; Lum et  al., 2017). In addition, both constructs can 
be  similarly influenced by broader classes of contextual factors 
related to peers, schools, and communities (Baier, 2016; Sugrue 
et al., 2016; Burdick-Will et al., 2019). Many historical and statistical 
studies have also demonstrated either considerable overlap of 
school refusal and truancy and/or other, large unclassified categories 
(Torma and Halsti, 1975; Berg et al., 1985; Cooper, 1986; Atkinson 
et  al., 1989; Bools et  al., 1990; Dube and Orpinas, 2009). Many 
researchers historically have gravitated toward conclusions of 
dimensionality to describe this population (e.g., Rubenstein and 
Hastings, 1980; Kolvin et  al., 1984; Hersov, 1985).

More specifically, meta-analytic and large-scale studies reveal 
broad, extensive overlap of internalizing and externalizing 
symptoms, absence types, and interventions for school refusal 
and truancy (Egger et  al., 2003; Finning et  al., 2018, 2019; 
Maynard et al., 2012, 2018). Neither pathognomonic nor reliable 
assident factors associated with the constructs have been identified, 
which often leads to interchangeable use of the terms in research 
and clinical practice (Brandibas et  al., 2004). Contemporary 
notions of school refusal and truancy address these concerns 
to a degree (Heyne et al., 2019), though commonalities remain, 
such as tantrums, physical symptoms, reluctance or refusal to 
attend school, depression, sleep problems, variability in school 
attendance, and parental desire to have a child back in school.

Third, in related fashion, a school-refusal truancy distinction 
tends to erode in value at the point of clinical presentation. 
In the modern technological age, many parents are informed 
immediately of a child’s school absence, diminishing the value 
of distinguishing absenteeism based simply on parental knowledge 
or even consent (Smythe-Leistico and Page, 2018). Some parents 
are also skilled at securing medical notes or other methods 
to induce schools to record absences as excused in nature 
(Kearney, 2019). In addition, many children initially miss school 
due to anxiety but are later drawn to the amenities of staying 
home, and many adolescents who have been out of school 
for some time experience spikes in anxiety upon initial 
reintegration to school. Indeed, many youth described with 
school refusal or truancy traverse frequently between these 
groups (Birioukov, 2016). Clinicians are thus often faced with 
the challenge of choosing the best intervention for a child’s 
school attendance problems that appear to be  of various types 
(Maynard et  al., 2013; Kearney and Albano, 2018).

Finally, the concept of truancy carries with it many negative 
connotations that are not necessarily ascribed to concepts such 
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as school refusal. Truancy is often used as a legal or institutional 
term, whereas school refusal is not, which may create stigmatization 
problems (Campbell and Wright, 2005; Strand, 2014). Indeed, 
anxiety-related school refusal may be viewed more sympathetically 
by school staff than truancy (Finning et  al., 2019) and the label 
of truancy is often associated with willful, deliberate, deviant 
behavior (Lyon and Cotler, 2007; Birioukov, 2016). Educational 
and mental health agencies often emphasize the concept of 
truancy (in some form) in their definitions and discussions of 
problematic school absenteeism, but rarely that of school refusal 
or related terms (Gleich-Bope, 2014).

In related fashion, the overall concept of truancy has been 
criticized as representing more of a punitive paradigm that 
disproportionately affects vulnerable and at-risk youth and that 
contributes to the school-to-prison pipeline (Mallett, 2016; 
Nauer, 2016). The concept of truancy also tends to be associated 
with lower socioeconomic youth who experience barriers to 
attending school such as domestic and neighborhood violence, 
unstable housing conditions, lack of school supplies, housing 
and transportation problems, and safety concerns coming to 
school (Flaherty et  al., 2012; Gottfried, 2017). Others view 
truancy less as an aberrant behavior than as a form of systemic 
discrimination that reflects the uneven distribution of social 
goods and opportunities within a larger society (Yang and 
Ham, 2017); others see truancy as deliberate student resistance 
against an unfair academic system (McIntyre-Bhatty, 2008).

Excused-Unexcused Absences
Many school districts and some researchers also utilize an 
excused-unexcused absences dichotomy to categorize school 
attendance problems (Hough, 2019). Key advantages of this 
approach include its administrative practicality and simplicity, 
linkage to district and state policies regarding excessive 
absenteeism, historical connection (unexcused absences) to truancy, 
and utility in examining ratios of excused to unexcused absences 
(Gottfried, 2009). In addition, some have found that students 
absent without permission display approximately twice the odds 
of engaging in risky behaviors (e.g., unintentional injuries and 
violence, substance use, sexual behaviors) than students absent 
with permission (Eaton et  al., 2008). Others have found that 
anxiety and depression symptoms are good predictors of unexcused 
absences in sexual minority youth (Burton et  al., 2014).

An excused-unexcused absence dichotomy has several 
disadvantages, however. Numerous studies have illustrated 
ancillary problems associated with school absenteeism whether 
excused or unexcused, combine these absences when evaluating 
outcomes, or have found few differences based on this absence 
typology (Baker and Jansen, 2000; Redmond and Hosp, 2008; 
Spencer, 2009; Wood et  al., 2012; Morrissey et  al., 2014). For 
example, Gottfried (2009) found that excused and unexcused 
absences were both significantly related to various demographic, 
academic, and behavioral variables. Dube and Orpinas (2009) 
similarly found no difference between excused and unexcused 
absences across various profiles of youth with school attendance 
problems. The fidelity of data collected by school districts in 
this regard remains problematic as well, particularly because 
the arbiter of whether an absence is excused or unexcused is 

typically a family member and sometimes not a parent (Birioukov, 
2016; Conry and Richards, 2018). In addition, excused absences 
may include legitimate reasons such as illness but also institutional 
or questionable reasons such as court dates, school suspensions, 
family vacations, or minor health conditions accommodated 
by physician notes (Reid, 2007; Outhouse, 2012).

In addition, reliance on an excused-unexcused absence 
dichotomy, particularly within school districts, often delays 
intervention until some legal tripwire is triggered (e.g., 10 unexcused 
absences in a semester). Some have criticized this approach as 
a “wait to fail” process that can enhance risk for school dropout 
(Cramer et  al., 2014; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). Indeed, the 
importance of early intervention for school attendance problems 
is quite clear in the literature (McCluskey et  al., 2004; Sutphen 
et al., 2010). From a clinical perspective, evaluating total amount 
of time missed from school for any  reason for a particular case 
may be  advisable (Kearney and Albano, 2018).

School Withdrawal and School Exclusion
As mentioned earlier, other categorical distinctions for school 
absenteeism have focused on parent-initiated (school 
withdrawal) and school-initiated (school exclusion) reasons. 
Potential explanations for parent-initiated school withdrawal 
were noted earlier. School exclusion can refer to disciplinary 
practices administered for absenteeism and other behavioral 
infractions, which usually means a child is not allowed to 
attend classes for a set period of time (Parker et  al., 2015). 
Suspension can be  in-school, meaning a child is physically 
in the school building but not in class, or out-of-school, 
meaning a child is not allowed on the school campus until 
certain requirements (e.g., parent conference, time away) are 
met. In related fashion, expulsion refers to permanent, 
administrative separation from a particular school, which 
sometimes applies to very severe infractions and possibly 
absenteeism and sometimes in response to zero tolerance 
policies (Allman and Slate, 2011). Other exclusionary practices 
such as detention may be  utilized as well. In addition, as 
noted earlier, others have focused on school exclusion as 
school-initiated absence that is unlawful or that represents 
lack of appropriate accommodations (Reid, 2010).

A key advantage of identifying school withdrawal and school 
exclusion in cases of absenteeism involves rapid identification 
of non-child-based reasons for nonattendance and thus alternative 
assignment of treatment resources (e.g., toward parents or 
working with school officials) (e.g., Daniels and Cole, 2010). 
However, school district policies that emphasize suspension 
and expulsion to address school attendance problems lead 
paradoxically to more dropout, delinquency, lag in academic 
achievement, and student involvement with the juvenile justice 
system (Suh et  al., 2007; Stone and Stone, 2011; Monahan 
et  al., 2014). In addition, school exclusion does not appear to 
differ among various clusters of youth with school absenteeism 
(Gallé-Tessonneau et  al., 2019). Unlawful school exclusion is 
also vaguely defined, difficult to track, and easily reframed as 
lawful school exclusion (McCluskey et  al., 2016).

School exclusion policies also tend to be  disproportionately 
assigned to low-income and diverse students (Shabazian, 2015). 
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As such, exclusionary disciplinary policies have come under 
harsh criticism and are increasingly being reviewed and 
de-emphasized in many districts (Perry and Morris, 2014; Curran, 
2016). Alternative responses that include greater proximity to 
school could involve sanctions such as in-school suspension 
and school-based community service as well as restorative practices 
such as mentoring and remediation of academic difficulties 
(Haight et  al., 2014; McNeill et  al., 2016; Gregory et  al., 2018).

Acute-Chronic
Another common historical dichotomy has been to distinguish 
acute from chronic school absenteeism. Though variously defined, 
acute cases of absenteeism often refer to those lasting less 
than one calendar year, whereas chronic cases of absenteeism 
often refer to those lasting more than one calendar year, or 
at least across two or more academic years (Baker and Wills, 
1978; Berg et  al., 1985). Some also distinguish between self-
corrective problems lasting less than 2 weeks and acute problems 
lasting 2–52  weeks (Kearney and Silverman, 1996; Mauro and 
Machell, 2019). An acute-chronic distinction has been linked 
as well to more immediate onset involving emotional distress, 
akin to school refusal, and more insidious onset involving 
conduct problems, akin to truancy (Pellegrini, 2007). As such, 
an acute-chronic distinction is sometimes associated with other 
historical dichotomies such as Type 1-Type 2, common-induced, 
and neurotic-characterological (Kearney, 2001).

A key advantage of an acute-chronic distinction is a quick 
delineation of length of an absenteeism problem, which can 
be  generally associated with breadth of intervention needed 
to resolve the problem. In general, more lengthy cases of 
absenteeism require more complex intervention and with multiple 
parties than less lengthy cases (Thambirajah et  al., 2008). 
Prognostic outcomes for youth with more lengthy absenteeism 
tend to be  poorer than those with less lengthy absenteeism 
(Kearney et  al., 2010). An understanding of a child’s 
developmental history regarding his or her school attendance 
problems has substantial clinical value as well (Veenstra et  al., 
2010). Disadvantages to an acute-chronic distinction include 
variable timelines posed by researchers and the need for more 
empirical data to support a particular timeline distinction 
(Kearney, 2003; Balfanz and Byrnes, 2012).

Diagnostic Categories
Other categorical distinctions with respect to school absenteeism 
have involved attempts at diagnostic groupings. Such groupings 
often involve anxiety, mood, and disruptive behavior disorders, 
including some combination of these (Bernstein and Garfinkel, 
1986; Last and Strauss, 1990; McShane et  al., 2001; Kearney 
and Albano, 2004). Anxiety- and mood-based categories are 
sometimes clustered in some youth with school attendance 
problems, as are oppositional defiant and conduct problems 
(King et  al., 2001). As such, these distinctions are sometimes 
applied or related to school refusal-truancy or acute-chronic 
distinctions (Ek and Eriksson, 2013). Prognosis may relate to 
a degree to specific diagnostic type in this population as well 
(Layne et  al., 2003; McShane et  al., 2004).

Diagnostic groupings are appealing to many researchers and 
clinicians, but considerable diagnostic heterogeneity is a hallmark 
of youth with school attendance problems (Kearney, 2007; 
Nayak et  al., 2018). In addition, several studies indicate that 
many youth with school attendance problems have no psychiatric 
diagnosis at all (Egger et al., 2003; Kearney and Albano, 2004). 
School attendance problems are not formally listed as psychiatric 
disorders in most nomenclatures, though aspects of these 
problems are represented in separation anxiety disorder and 
conduct disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). As 
such, diagnostic profiles in this population have not been linked 
extensively to intervention recommendations.

Summary
Categorical and dichotomous approaches to school attendance 
problems have a rich scholarly history and have contributed 
substantially to the conceptualization of this population. In addition, 
such approaches are well inculcated into many legal statutes, 
school-based policies, and research frameworks regarding school 
absenteeism. Key challenges for categorical and dichotomous 
approaches to school attendance problems include the need to 
better account for the considerable heterogeneity of this population 
and to link specific intervention strategies to specific constructs. 
In addition, these traditional characterizations are becoming 
challenged in an era of virtual learning, distance-based classrooms, 
hybrid education, blended education (e.g., high school with 
community college or vocational training), and other forms of 
alternative approaches toward graduation or career/adult readiness 
(see also Part 2 of this review). Categorical and dichotomous 
approaches to school attendance problems also do not generally 
focus on promoting school attendance, instead adopting more 
of a tertiary approach.

DIMENSIONAL APPROACHES

As mentioned earlier, researchers and others have also examined 
dimensional approaches to SA/A to try to better account for 
the fluidity, scalability, and complexity of these constructs. 
These dimensional approaches include a focus on conceptualizing 
various aspects of SA/A along continua or spectra to more 
fully capture the heterogeneity, variability, diversity, and mutability 
of this population. General dimensions to be  discussed over 
the next sections include definition, tiers of prevention/
intervention, risk and contextual factors, absenteeism severity, 
developmental and school levels, and functional profiles.

School Attendance and Its Problems on a 
Definitional Continuum
One of the most fundamental dimensional approaches to SA/A 
involves definition itself. This approach involves viewing school 
attendance and its various associated problems along a spectrum 
of panels ranging from full presence to complete absence (Figure 1). 
School attendance, with or without challenges or problems, 
generally represents the left side of the spectrum and can include 
attendance with little to no difficulty, early warning signs that 
may signal later absenteeism, school attendance under considerable 
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distress, and morning misbehaviors designed to induce parental 
acquiescence or other responses that may eventually lead to 
absence from school (Kearney, 2019). Common early warning 
signs that may signal later absenteeism include frequent requests 
to leave the classroom or to contact parents, difficulties attending 
specialized sections of a school building (e.g., gymnasium, cafeteria), 
difficulties transitioning from class to class, persistent distress, 
and sudden changes in grades, completed work, or behavior, 
among others (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014).

The middle of the spectrum generally represents school 
attendance mixed with school absenteeism in some form, such 
as arriving late to school, missing some classes or times of 
day but not others, and periodic absences during a particular 
week, including early departures from school (Boylan and 
Renzulli, 2017). The right side of the spectrum represents 
complete school absenteeism, typically for an extended period 
of time in the form of school stayout (including school 
disengagement) or permanently in the form of school dropout 
(Iachini et al., 2016). The latter features of the spectrum account 
as well for the observation from many researchers that leaving 
school permanently is more of a process than an event (e.g., 
Ananga, 2011; Wang and Fredricks, 2014; Dupéré et al., 2015).

A key advantage of a dimensional approach to defining 
SA/A is that it includes the construct of school attendance 
and captures the full range of possible school attendance problems 
along a spectrum (Tobias, 2019). The spectrum allows for peri-
attendance phenomena that are often fluid and change for a 
particular child over a certain time period (Chu et  al., 2019; 
Kearney, 2019; Knollmann et  al., 2019). For example, Pflug 
and Schneider (2016) found, among students with absenteeism 
in the past 7  days, that 35.0% missed a single class or part 
of a school day, 31.3% missed an entire day, and 33.7% missed 
2+ days. In addition, the spectrum can account for the 
developmental history often surrounding SA/A in particular 
student, which can deteriorate over time in stages from full 
attendance to full absence (Henry et  al., 2012). The spectrum 
is also largely atheoretical and may apply to various pathways 
to school dropout across countries (Lamb et  al., 2010).

Such a dimension or spectrum allows for nimble, rapid, 
and real-time assessment of type of school attendance problem, 
which must be  a priority for implementation models (see Part 
2 of this review; Green et  al., 2015). The dimension can also 
apply to variability in absenteeism that can exist between 
children in a given classroom, between classrooms in the same 
school, and between schools (Gee, 2019). The dimension also 
avoids pitfalls often associated with excused and unexcused 

absences by focusing more on type of school attendance problems 
and less on the need to establish the validity of an absence 
(Kearney and Albano, 2018). The dimension can apply as well 
to various tiers of SA/A (see “Multi-tiered System of Supports”).

Key drawbacks of the definitional spectrum include its lack 
of current utility in school districts and research studies, inability 
to provide information about the etiology or function of a 
school attendance problem, and lack of association with 
prevention or intervention protocols for this population 
(Schildkamp et  al., 2016; Balfanz and Byrnes, 2018). Specific, 
operational definitions for each panel of the spectrum remain 
needed as well (Kearney, 2016). Others contend that collecting 
even very basic absenteeism data is challenging enough for 
many schools, and that basic data may be  sufficient for at 
least determining which students are missing a substantial 
amount of school (Birioukov, 2016). Still, researchers commonly 
examine school attendance problems other than full absenteeism, 
clinicians and others must initially grapple with the exterior 
complexity of this population, and the spectrum can be  a 
useful heuristic for understanding the full scope of school 
attendance and its problems across jurisdictions (Keppens and 
Spruyt, 2017; Kearney, 2019; Wegmann and Smith, 2019).

Multi-tiered System of Supports
As noted earlier, the sheer number of disciplines associated 
with the study of SA/A has led to a plethora of intervention 
approaches to address this complicated population. Such 
approaches range from (1) systemic prevention strategies 
developed by educators and criminal justice experts to promote 
school attendance and curb dropout, (2) clinical approaches 
developed by health professionals to address mental health 
and other challenges during emerging school absenteeism, 
(including aspects described in the previous section), and  
(3) intensive strategies developed by professionals in multiple 
disciplines to address chronic and severe absenteeism and 
potential dropout often mixed with substantial, broad contextual 
factors related to extreme psychopathology, family crises, and 
school and community variables (Wilson et  al., 2011; Freeman 
and Simonsen, 2015). An advantage of these varied set of 
approaches is as much a focus on promoting school attendance 
and preventing school attendance problems as on ameliorating 
existing cases of school absenteeism (Ekstrand, 2015).

Kearney and Graczyk (2014, see also Kearney, 2016) advocated 
the use of multi-tiered system of support principles to arrange 
extant strategies to boost school attendance and to address school 
absenteeism at different severity and risk/contextual factor levels. 

FIGURE 1 | Spectrum of school attendance and its problems.
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Multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) models have been utilized 
in education for many years and typically weave the academic 
focus of Response to Intervention (RtI) models and the behavioral 
and social focus of positive behavior intervention supports (PBIS) 
or program-wide positive behavior supports (PWPBS) into one 
cohesive model to best address all student needs (Sugai and 
Horner, 2009). An overarching principle of MTSS is to eschew 
a “wait to fail” mentality and to instead emphasize active 
monitoring and more immediate intervention (McIntosh and 
Goodman, 2016). MTSS models thus accentuate prevention, 
frequent progress monitoring, data-based decision-making and 
problem-solving, evidence-based interventions, individualized 
instruction and intervention, and implementation fidelity (Eagle 
et  al., 2015). The comprehensive, empirical, sustainable, and 
efficient nature of MTSS is designed to optimize limited resources 
and is thus becoming widely adopted in school settings (McIntosh 
et  al., 2010; August et  al., 2018).

MTSS models commonly arrange prevention and intervention 
strategies for a particular problem (or non-problem) into 
three tiers: primary or universal (Tier 1), secondary or targeted 
(Tier 2), and tertiary or intensive (Tier 3) (Stephan et  al., 
2015; Stoiber and Gettinger, 2016). Tier 1 strategies involve 
delivering support to all students and are generally designed 
to promote a positive school culture and prosocial behavior 
and academic competence and to prevent difficulties in these 
areas. Tier 2 strategies involve delivering support to a percentage 
of students who do not respond in some way to Tier 1 
strategies but who have less complex concerns. Tier 3 and 
more individualized strategies involve delivering support to 
a lesser percentage of students who do not respond in 
some  way   to Tier 2 strategies and who have more complex 
concerns (Rodriguez et  al., 2016). The tiers represent a 

continuum of evidence-based practices implemented by various 
teams (Cook  et  al., 2015; Weist et  al., 2018).

Kearney and Graczyk (2014) initially focused on RtI descriptives 
for arranging strategies that promote school attendance and address 
school absenteeism, and Kearney (2016) later expanded this line 
of thinking to broader MTSS descriptives. The essential aspects 
of each are similar for this population: Tier 1 approaches focus 
on enhancing functioning and school-wide attendance and on 
preventing absenteeism for all students, Tier 2 approaches focus 
on addressing students with emerging, acute, or mild to moderate 
school absenteeism, and Tier 3 approaches focus on addressing 
students with chronic and severe school absenteeism (Kearney, 
2016, 2019; Fornander and Kearney, submitted). Tiers 2 and 3 
would thus include the definitional spectrum discussed in the 
previous section. Specific preventative-based and clinical and 
systemic interventions are matched to each tier to help school 
personnel and others conceptualize approaches to SA/A. Figure 2 
illustrates a sample MTSS model for SA/A prevention/intervention.

An MTSS model for SA/A includes several dimensions designed 
to enhance inclusivity, flexibility, and adaptability to various 
disciplines, educational and health structures, and jurisdictions 
and possibly cultures. These dimensions include severity of 
absenteeism (e.g., percentage days missed in a given year, length 
of problem; see previous section), degree of risk or contextual 
factors present in a particular case (i.e., child, parent, family, peer, 
school, community), target of prevention/intervention (i.e., all 
students, some percentage of students, fewer percentage of students), 
and intensity and breadth level of interventions (e.g., less intense/
broad for acute or mild to moderate absenteeism, more intense/
broad for chronic and severe absenteeism). At the same time, 
however, an MTSS model for SA/A is designed to be fairly simple 
in scope to be  more easily adapted to various individual cases 

FIGURE 2 | A multi-tiered system of supports model for SA/A.
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and settings. The model is thus, essentially, a signpost or roadmap 
to chart available intervention strategies for SA/A.

A full description of preventative and intervention approaches 
to SA/A is beyond the scope of this article. In general, however, 
Tier 1 approaches for SA/A can include system-, district-, school-, 
or even community-wide or state/national approaches to promote 
school attendance and prevent school absenteeism, often in tandem 
(e.g., full service community schools; Coffey et  al., 2018). These 
approaches are generally aimed at all students and may include 
methods to improve school climate and safety, to enhance mental 
and physical health and social-emotional functioning, to boost 
parent and family involvement, to reduce school violence and 
bullying, to review policies that may exacerbate attendance 
problems, and to implement orientation and readiness programs, 
among others (see comprehensive summaries by Sutphen et  al., 
2010; Maynard et al., 2013, 2018; Kearney, 2016). Similarly, school 
dropout prevention efforts typically focus on school-wide academic 
enhancement, mentoring and supportive relationships, psychosocial 
skill development, and effective classroom behavior management 
(Ecker-Lyster and Niileksela, 2016). Many of these Tier 1 approaches 
have been shown to improve school attendance rates, and reduce 
school dropout rates, either directly or indirectly (e.g., Havik 
et  al., 2015; Freeman et  al., 2016; Taylor et  al., 2017).

Tier 2 approaches for SA/A can include child-, parent-, and 
family-based interventions for cases of emerging, acute, or mild 
to moderate school absenteeism severity. These approaches are 
generally aimed at the percentage of all students/families who 
display these problems and may include the many psychological 
and psychiatric interventions designed for this population as 
well as approaches to enhance individual student engagement 
and school connectedness (Estell and Perdue, 2013; Maynard 
et  al., 2013, 2018; Kearney, 2019). Mentoring and monitoring 
approaches may be relevant in this regard as well (Guryan et al., 
2017). Many of these Tier 2 approaches can be  and have been 
adapted as well for more severe cases of school absenteeism 
(i.e., Tier 3) (Heyne et  al., 2002), but many Tier 2 approaches 
tend to work better for cases of less severe absenteeism with 
fewer complicating factors (Kearney, 2016).

Tier 3 approaches for SA/A can include various system-wide 
school-community partnerships as well as individual approaches 
to address cases of chronic and severe absenteeism (Kim and 
Streeter, 2016). These partnerships and approaches are generally 
aimed at the smaller percentage of all students/families who 
display these problems and may include alternative educational 
placements and opportunities, individualized efforts to re-engage 
parents and family members in the educational/attendance 
process, and specialized programs for youth with extreme 
psychopathology (Flower et al., 2011; Hahn et al., 2015; Kearney, 
2016). A key aspect of many Tier 3 approaches to SA/A for 
secondary students is to focus not so much on traditional 
in-seat class time and formal credit accrual as much as on 
flexible avenues that blur the end of high school and the 
beginning of adult or career readiness paths such as community 
college, vocational training, or technical certification (Dougherty 
and Lombardi, 2016). As such, many approaches for this 
population focus more on demonstration of competencies than 
on traditional metrics such as grades (Castellano et  al., 2017).

An MTSS approach to SA/A remains in development and 
will likely need to evolve in conjunction with related progressions 
in the field. For example, some have advocated for moving 
beyond one-dimensional triangle representations of MTSS to 
more multifaceted pyramids, with each side of the pyramid 
addressing a different type of student (Dulaney et  al., 2013) 
(see Part 2 of this review). Kearney (2016) also discussed the 
idea of a “Tier 4” for youth with extreme psychopathology 
and the need for inpatient/residential treatment mixed with 
education. How an MTSS approach for SA/A fits with related 
approaches focused on academic, behavioral, and social constructs 
also remains to be seen, especially given that absenteeism rates 
in some schools (and thus entry into Tiers 2 and 3) are 
overwhelming (Balfanz et  al., 2014).

Still, schools that implement MTSS with higher fidelity 
have less school absenteeism than schools that implement 
with less fidelity (Freeman et  al., 2016). School districts may 
also include attendance measures in MTSS models (Coffey 
et  al., 2018). Others have also begun to utilize a general 
tiered framework to place their studies and interventions in 
this context (e.g., Skedgell and Kearney, 2018; Brouwer-
Borghuis et  al., 2019; Elliott and Place, 2019; Ingul et  al., 
2019). For example, Cook et  al. (2017) evaluated a 
comprehensive program to reduce school attendance problems 
that included components of each tier of intervention. Tier 
1 involved facilitating communication between teachers and 
parents via home visits and mobile telephone contact, Tier 
2 involved attendance data monitoring and teacher intervention 
with students beginning to accrue excessive absences, and 
Tier 3 involved referrals to specialists for students with chronic 
absenteeism. A multidimensional MTSS framework will 
comprise a key piece for reconciling SA/A approaches in 
Part 2 of this review.

Risk/Contextual Factors, Absenteeism 
Severity, and Developmental Level
As mentioned, key dimensions of an MTSS model of SA/A 
involve risk and contextual factors, which are generally expected 
to accrue by tier in conjunction with greater absenteeism 
severity. Researchers commonly group risk or contextual (and, 
conversely, protective) factors for SA/A into various categories 
that include child-, parent-, family-, peer-, school-, and 
community-based variables (Kearney, 2008; Zaff et  al., 2017; 
Gubbels et  al., 2019). Others have argued that broader societal 
or cultural variables also impact school attendance problems, 
including zero tolerance-based legal statutes, assimilation and 
language barriers, and immigration issues, among others (Casoli-
Reardon et  al., 2012). Categories of risk and contextual factors 
for SA/A are sometimes studied singularly (e.g., Hendron and 
Kearney, 2016), though many recent approaches have utilized 
more sophisticated multilevel modeling and related statistical 
procedures to examine these categories collectively (Dembo 
et  al., 2016; Van Eck et  al., 2017; Ramberg et  al., 2019). An 
accumulation of risk/contextual factors appears to exacerbate 
risk of school attendance problems (Catalano et al., 2012; Ingul 
et  al., 2019) and thus may be  more evident in Tier 3 than 
Tier 2 cases (Vaughn et  al., 2013).

81

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Kearney et al. School Attendance and School Absenteeism

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 October 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 2222

Similarly, absenteeism severity is an important dimension 
of an MTSS model of SA/A and can be  generally measured 
as percentage days missed from school in a given academic 
year (Fornander and Kearney, submitted). However, this 
dimension can also be  more broadly conceptualized as 
developmental history of a child’s SA/A across multiple academic 
years (Veenstra et  al., 2010). Risk and contextual factors as 
well as absenteeism severity can also change along a continuum 
of developmental and school levels (Skedgell and Kearney, 
2018). Risk factors for school absenteeism can manifest quite 
differently across primary, early secondary, and later secondary 
grades (Suh and Suh, 2007). In addition, absenteeism severity 
rates in schools tend to spike in kindergarten and first grade, 
decline during elementary school years, spike again in middle 
school, and continue to increase through high school, peaking 
at 12th grade (Balfanz and Byrnes, 2012).

Functional Profiles of School  
Attendance Problems
Many schools and school-based professionals that utilize tiered 
frameworks for academic, behavioral, and social issues also 
rely heavily on functional analysis and functional behavioral 
assessment practices to provide individualized student support 
(Simonsen and Sugai, 2013; McCurdy et  al., 2016). At Tier 1, 
this may include a focus on school-wide antecedents or predictors 
of problem behavior, delineating appropriate and nuanced 
consequences for a behavior depending on its function and 
severity, and adjusting expectations across contexts and personnel 
(Crone et  al., 2015). At Tier 2, this may include selecting and 
monitoring social and behavioral interventions for students 
on the basis of the function of their behavior (Reinke et  al., 
2013). At Tier 3, this may include a more detailed assessment 
of multiple functions and replacement behaviors as well as 
more complex environmental change (Scott and Cooper, 2013).

Kearney and colleagues (e.g., Kearney and Silverman, 1996; 
Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Gonzalvez et  al., 2019) developed 
various aspects of a functional model of school attendance 
problems designed to apply particularly to school refusal behavior 
(i.e., child-initiated school attendance problems). This model 
focuses on key variables or functions that serve to maintain 
or reinforce school attendance problems and was designed 
primarily as a clinical approach for Tier 2-type school attendance 
problems. The postulated primary functions in the model 
include refusal to attend school to (1) avoid school-based 
stimuli that provoke a general sense of negative affectivity 
(i.e., aspects of both anxiety and depression), (2) escape aversive 
social and/or evaluative situations at school, (3) seek attention 
from significant others such as parents, and/or (4) pursue 
tangible rewards outside of school such as time with friends.

The first two functions refer to school refusal behavior 
maintained by negative reinforcement, whereas the latter two 
functions refer to school refusal behavior maintained by positive 
reinforcement. A profile of the relative strength of each functional 
condition is generally recommended during case analysis 
(Kearney, 2019). A key advantage of the functional model is 
its clear linkage to specific prescriptive treatment packages that 
include child-, parent-, and family-based interventions as well 

as Tier 3 interventions as needed (Kearney and Albano, 2018). 
The treatment packages are also designed to be flexible enough 
to be  adapted to a variety of cases and locations, and indeed 
have been across educational, mental health, and medical settings 
(e.g., Tolin et  al., 2009; Rohrig and Puliafico, 2018; Hannan 
et  al., 2019; Thastum et  al., 2019).

Another key aspect of the functional model is its amenability 
to support the study of various dimensions or profiles of youth 
with school attendance problems. Researchers have demonstrated 
across numerous studies that functions of school refusal behavior 
relate to different patterns of depression, anticipatory and school-
based performance anxiety, stress, positive/negative affect, sleep 
problems, and social functioning (e.g., Kearney, 2002; Richards 
and Hadwin, 2011; Hochadel et al., 2014; Fernández-Sogorb et al., 
2018; Gonzálvez et  al., 2018; Sanmartín et  al., 2018; Gonzalvez 
et  al., 2019). Others have related the functions to clusters of 
absentee youth (Gallé-Tessonneau et  al., 2019) and family 
environment types (Kearney and Silverman, 1995). In addition, 
functions of school refusal behavior may be  superior to forms 
of behavior in predicting absenteeism severity (Kearney, 2007).

A functional model of school refusal behavior does carry 
limitations, however. As noted, the model is meant to apply 
primarily to Tier 2 (and perhaps to early warning signs evident 
in Tier 1) school refusal behavior and thus less to more chronic 
and severe school absenteeism or to cases primarily initiated 
by other entities (Kearney, 2016). In addition, the model is 
not necessarily applicable to all countries and cultures, though 
many have found analogous features in their locales (e.g., 
Brandibas et  al., 2004; Kim, 2010; Secer, 2014). In addition, 
some erroneously conflate specific assessment devices constructed 
to assist the functional model with the broader model itself, 
which is supposed to be  based on a comprehensive analysis 
of maintaining variables (Kearney and Tillotson, 1998).

Summary
Dimensionally oriented approaches to SA/A may help account 
for the considerable heterogeneity of this population by capturing 
a wide range of attendance/absenteeism expressions, prevention 
and intervention strategies, risk/contextual factors, absenteeism 
severity and developmental levels, and functional profiles of key 
maintaining factors. Dimensional approaches do consider school 
attendance as much as absenteeism and are helpful in informing 
treatment approaches for SA/A. As with categorical approaches, 
however, considerable barriers exist to implementing dimensional 
approaches in schools and other pertinent settings. In addition, 
dimensional approaches to SA/A will also have to adapt to 
rapid advancements in education and technology in future years.

GENERAL SUMMARY

The plethora of conceptual approaches to SA/A is certainly a 
phenomenon worth celebrating. Researchers, educators, clinicians, 
and stakeholders such as parents have contributed immensely 
to the study and understanding of this complex population. Such 
study has involved definitions, classification systems, assessment 
protocols, and intervention strategies designed, in the end, to 
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help children and adolescents attend school and to achieve better 
outcomes in adulthood. We salute all of those who have dedicated 
their time and careers to improving the lives of these students.

Part 1 of this two-part review concentrated on a broad 
classification and description of contemporary approaches to 
SA/A along categorical and dimensional orientations. Each 
orientation carries distinct advantages and disadvantages, a not 
uncommon circumstance across various problems and disorders 
that affect youth. Though meant to be  comprehensive, this 
review focused on the primary methods of differentiating school 
attendance problems. Many nuanced distinctions based on 
multilevel and other statistical modeling should be  noted, and 
many special circumstances such as intense school violence 
or extreme poverty likely override the distinctions mentioned 
here. In addition, prevention and intervention were not a 
primary focus of this part of the review, but are explored in 
greater depth in the second part of this review.

As suggested by several scholars, adopting both categorical 
and dimensional approaches to the study of complex and 
heterogeneous phenomena may be advisable. Such a juxtaposition 
has the potential advantage of identifying general categorical 

rules and cut-points for distinguishing broad groups of behavior 
as well as specific dimensions that are useful for providing 
data to adjust these cut-points along various spectra. Part 2 
of this two-part review thus focuses on a possible pathway 
toward reconciling contemporary categorical and dimensional 
approaches to SA/A in this manner. This pathway also represents 
a heuristic framework as the field of SA/A grapples with 
challenges to dissemination and implementation as well as 
future changes in education and technology.
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Family Environment Variables as 
Predictors of School Absenteeism 
Severity at Multiple Levels: Ensemble 
and Classification and Regression 
Tree Analysis
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University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Las Vegas, NV, United States

School attendance problems, including school absenteeism, are common to many 
students worldwide, and frameworks to better understand these heterogeneous students 
include multiple classes or tiers of intertwined risk factors as well as interventions. Recent 
studies have thus examined risk factors at varying levels of absenteeism severity to 
demarcate distinctions among these tiers. Prior studies in this regard have focused more 
on demographic and academic variables and less on family environment risk factors that 
are endemic to this population. The present study utilized ensemble and classification and 
regression tree analysis to identify potential family environment risk factors among youth 
(i.e., children and adolescents) at different levels of school absenteeism severity (i.e., 1 + %, 
3 + %, 5 + %, 10 + %). Higher levels of absenteeism were also examined on an exploratory 
basis. Participants included 341 youth aged 5–17 years (M = 12.2; SD = 3.3) and their 
families from an outpatient therapy clinic (68.3%) and community (31.7%) setting, the 
latter from a family court and truancy diversion program cohort. Family environment risk 
factors tended to be more circumscribed and informative at higher levels of absenteeism, 
with greater diversity at lower levels. Higher levels of absenteeism appear more closely 
related to lower achievement orientation, active-recreational orientation, cohesion, and 
expressiveness, though several nuanced results were found as well. Absenteeism severity 
levels of 10–15% may be associated more with qualitative changes in family functioning. 
These data may support a Tier 2-Tier 3 distinction in this regard and may indicate the 
need for specific family-based intervention goals at higher levels of absenteeism severity.

Keywords: absenteeism severity, truancy, ensemble analysis, classification and regression tree analysis, family 
environment, risk variables

INTRODUCTION

School attendance problems, including school absenteeism, are common to many students 
worldwide (UNESCO, 2012). School absenteeism has been linked to academic performance 
and achievement deficiencies, various mental health and social problems, and later school 
dropout (Bridgeland et  al., 2006; Burton et  al., 2014; Attwood and Croll, 2015). School 
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attendance problems leading to dropout can have lingering 
effects into adulthood as well, including increased risk for 
eventual economic, marital, occupational, and psychiatric 
problems (Christenson and Thurlow, 2004; Rocque et al., 2017; 
Mazerolle et  al., 2018).

Recent theoretical frameworks of school attendance 
problems have focused on multiple classes or tiers of 
intertwined risk factors as well as interventions to fully 
capture the complexity of this heterogeneous population 
(Kearney, 2008; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Skedgell and 
Kearney, 2018; Ingul et al., 2019). Researchers have identified 
general classes of factors, such as child, parent, family, peer, 
school, and community variables, which enhance risk for 
school attendance problems (Ready, 2010; Burrus and Roberts, 
2012; Ingul et  al., 2012; Havik et  al., 2015; Maxwell, 2016; 
McKee and Caldarella, 2016). These classes of risk factors 
often work in tandem, particularly with respect to chronic 
and severe school attendance problems and school dropout 
(Freeman and Simonsen, 2015).

Family environment type may be  one such risk factor 
that directly impacts school attendance and academic 
achievement in youth (Epstein and Sheldon, 2002; Hill and 
Taylor, 2004). Bernstein et  al. (1990, 1999) and Bernstein 
and Borchardt, 1996, for example, identified several family 
variables associated with anxiety-based school refusal. These 
variables included lack of agreement among family members 
with respect to roles, inconsistency of family rules, and 
greater communication difficulties, rigidity, and 
disengagement. Lagana (2004) found that low family cohesion 
was more characteristic of students at medium to high risk 
of school dropout than those at low risk. Family structure 
and culture relate closely to school dropout as well  
(De Witte et  al., 2013).

Kearney and Silverman (1995) identified various dynamic 
subtypes among families of youth with broader school refusal 
behavior: enmeshed, detached, isolated, conflictive, healthy, 
and mixed. Enmeshed families display extreme closeness, 
emotional dependency, over-involvement, and loyalty but 
lack developmentally appropriate autonomy, leading some 
youth to feel insecure and display internalizing and 
externalizing symptoms (Barber and Buehler, 1996; Davies 
et al., 2004; Berryhill et al., 2018). Detached family members 
are relatively uninvolved or inattentive to one another, leading 
some youth to display internalizing and externalizing 
symptoms, poor emotional regulation, and insecure 
relationships with family members (Weiss and Cain, 1964; 
Davies et  al., 2004; Lindblom et  al., 2017).

Conflictive families display a lack of intimacy and emotional 
expression in addition to high rates of struggle and hostility 
among family members, leading some youth to display 
internalizing symptoms and risk-taking behaviors (Makihara 
et  al., 1985; Jaycox and Repetti, 1993; Bradley et  al., 2010; 
Chen et al., 2017). Isolated families are characterized by minimal, 
if any, contact with people outside of the family, leading some 
youth to experience stress and social withdrawal (Wahler, 1980; 
Tucker and Rodriguez, 2014). Healthy families are characterized 
by adaptive functioning and good communication and 

problem-solving skills. Mixed families display characteristics 
of several of these patterns (Kearney and Silverman, 1995; 
Barber and Buehler, 1996).

In addition, researchers have begun to focus on the concept 
of multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and related models 
to conceptualize different layers of intervention for school 
attendance problems (Freeman et  al., 2016; Kearney, 2016; 
Elliott and Place, 2019). MTSS aims to provide high-quality, 
individualized instruction, and intervention, informed by frequent 
progress monitoring, for all aspects of student education 
(McIntosh and Goodman, 2016). MTSS models are often 
arranged in three tiers that focus on prevention (Tier 1), early 
intervention for emerging, acute problems (Tier 2), and intensive 
intervention for chronic and severe problems (Tier 3; Eagle 
et  al., 2015). MTSS models have been applied to academic, 
social, and behavioral problems and skills across various age 
ranges and school settings (August et  al., 2018).

Kearney and Graczyk (2014) were the first to apply MTSS 
principles to a model of school absenteeism directly. Each 
MTSS tier has a specific focus based on the severity of school 
absenteeism: (1) Tier 1 focuses on enhancing functioning and 
schoolwide attendance and preventing absenteeism for all 
students, (2) Tier 2 focuses on addressing students with emerging, 
acute, or mild to moderate school absenteeism, and (3) Tier 
3 focuses on addressing students with chronic and severe school 
absenteeism (Kearney, 2016). Specific interventions are matched 
to each tier to help school personnel identify individualized 
responses. Recent research has demonstrated the value of 
applying MTSS models to school absenteeism. For example, 
schools that implement MTSS with higher fidelity have lower 
levels of school absenteeism than schools with less fidelity 
(Freeman et  al., 2016). School districts may also include 
attendance measures in MTSS models (Coffey et  al., 2018).

A key task for researchers utilizing MTSS models for school 
absenteeism has been to identify demarcations between the 
tiers. A distinction between Tiers 1 and 2 essentially means 
a distinction between nonproblematic and problematic behavior, 
such as between appropriate school attendance and school 
absenteeism in need of intervention (Pullen and Kennedy, 
2019). However, no consistent, consensus definition for 
problematic school absenteeism exists across research disciplines 
or school districts (Gentle-Genitty et  al., 2015; Spruyt et  al., 
2016). Greater consensus can be  found with respect to 
distinguishing Tiers 2 and 3, or identifying at what point 
school absenteeism is chronic and severe (DePaoli et  al., 
2015). Researchers, school districts, and other agencies 
sometimes utilize a 10% absenteeism cutoff to identify chronic 
absenteeism, though this is somewhat arbitrary and not 
universal (Conry and Richards, 2018).

Specific data-based demarcations between these tiers remain 
sparse, despite the fact that such distinctions would help inform 
early warning systems and intervention assignments for student 
absenteeism (Chu et  al., 2018). Skedgell and Kearney (2016, 
2018) found that risk factors for levels of absenteeism at 10% 
or higher tended to be  more restricted than risk factors at 
lower levels of absenteeism. These studies focused primarily 
on academic and demographic variables, however, without 
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examining family factors that have been identified as a key 
correlate of school attendance problems (Dahl, 2016).

The present study aimed to identify potential family 
environment risk factors among youth at different levels of 
school absenteeism severity (i.e., 1 + %, 3 + %, 5 + %, 10 + %). 
Participants included students referred for services due to 
substantial school absenteeism, which allowed for analysis of 
varying levels of severity. In accordance with recent calls to 
employ machine learning-based methods to examine risk factors 
for school absenteeism (Chung and Lee, 2019; Sansone, 2019), 
two sets of statistical approaches were utilized. Ensemble analysis, 
including chi-square adjusted interaction detection (CHAID), 
support vector machines, and neural network analyses, is a 
nonparametric method that combines multiple algorithmic 
models or classifiers to produce a single best model for a 
given data set (Berk, 2006). In addition, classification and 
regression tree analysis (CART) is a nonparametric method 
that identifies comprehensive subgroups based on interactions 
among multiple risk or predictor variables (Lemon et al., 2003). 
Nonparametric methods are increasingly used for academic 
variables denoted by categorical levels (e.g., Cordero et  al., 
2017; Lahti et  al., 2019). Various levels of school absenteeism 
were examined, with a general expectation that risk factors at 
higher levels of absenteeism would be  more restricted than 
risk factors at lower levels of absenteeism.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants included 341 youth (i.e., children and adolescents) 
aged 5–17  years (M  =  12.2; SD  =  3.3) and their families from 
an outpatient therapy clinic (68.3%) and community (31.7%) 
setting, the latter from a family court and truancy diversion 
program cohort. For the clinic sample, age range was 5–16 years 
(M = 11.0; SD = 3.2). Participants were primarily male (62.9%) 
and were European-American (78.2%), Asian (11.6%), Hispanic 
(5.8%), African American (2.2%), multiracial or biracial (1.3%), 
and other (0.4%). For the community sample, age range was 
11–17  years (M  =  14.8; SD  =  1.5). Participants were primarily 
female (53.7%) and were Hispanic (75.0%), African American 
(10.2%), other (5.6%), multiracial or biracial (3.7%), Asian 
(2.8%), and European-American (2.8%). Across both groups, 
most parents were married (50.0%); others were divorced 
(17.1%), separated (16.7%), never married (15.2%), or had 
another status (1.0%). Most fathers (57.0%) and mothers (63.3%) 
had graduated high school. Participants missed an average of 
19.0% days of school (SD  =  17.2) at time of assessment. Some 
youths were referred for treatment for school refusal behaviors 
(e.g., distress at school, morning misbehaviors designed to miss 
school, skipped classes, and tardiness) that did not include 
formal full-day absences.

Measures
The Family Environment Scale: Form R (FES; Moos and Moos, 
2009) is a 90-item true/false measure of current family 
relationships, personal growth, and family system maintenance. 

The FES comprises 10 subscales based on standard scores 
(mean, 50): cohesion (family member support of one another; 
COH), expressiveness (encouraging expression of feelings; 
EXP), conflict (open anger and hostility; CON), independence 
(self-sufficient, assertive members; IND), achievement 
orientation (activities cast in a competitive framework; ACH), 
intellectual-cultural orientation (family interest in intellectual 
and cultural issues; ICO), active-recreational orientation 
(participation in recreational/social activities; ARO), moral-
religious emphasis (emphasis on ethical and religious values; 
MRE), organization (clear structure in activities; ORG), and 
control (set rules and procedures to structure family life; 
CTL). Internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) ranges between 
0.61 and 0.78. Cronbach’s alpha for the items in the present 
study was 0.72. Two- and four-month test-retest reliabilities 
range between 0.70 and 0.91 (Moos, 1990). FES item and 
subscale standard scores (M  =  50.0) were utilized as the 
primary unit of analysis in the present study.

School staff or parents provided absenteeism severity data 
in the form of number of full school days missed. Percentage 
of full school days missed was calculated by dividing a student’s 
total number of full school days missed by the number of 
days of school in that academic year, at the time of assessment, 
and then multiplying that number by 100.

Procedure and Data Analyses
Participants were recruited from a specialized outpatient therapy 
clinic or community setting. Participants in the community 
setting were referred to family court or a truancy diversion 
program by their school or parent(s)/guardian(s) based on 
prior school absences. Measures that included the FES  
were administered to youth and their parent(s)/guardian(s) 
independently and in the presence of a research assistant. 
Spanish versions of the measures were available. Study procedures, 
including parent consent and child assent, were approved by 
a university institutional review board.

Ensemble analysis was utilized to identify potential family 
environment risk factors among youth with school attendance 
problems across different levels of school absenteeism. Ensemble 
analysis is the combination of multiple algorithmic models 
or classifiers to produce one, best model that can be  applied 
to the data (Berk, 2006). These models have been shown to 
outperform standard parametric methods, primarily due to 
the automation of identifying interactions and non-linearities 
and reducing overestimations of a model’s predictive ability 
(Rosellini et  al., 2018). Ensemble analysis can include many 
different statistical methods; the present study utilized chi-square 
adjusted interaction detection (CHAID) decision trees, support 
vector machines, and neural network analyses. Predictors were 
examined collectively and independently. A multiple imputation 
method was utilized; different plausible imputed data sets 
were examined, and combined results were obtained and 
reported here. Confusion matrices supported the use of CHAID 
decision trees as the best approach. In addition, CART analyses 
were utilized to more specifically examine clusters of FES 
items associated with enhanced risk for a particular level of 
absenteeism severity (i.e., 1  +  %, 3  +  %, 5  +  %, 10  +  %). 
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Other absenteeism levels were examined on an exploratory 
basis (i.e., 15  +  %, 20  +  %, 30  +  %, 40  +  %). For brevity, 
significant results are reported.

RESULTS

Absenteeism: 1 + %
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that 
best differentiated youth with 1  +  % absenteeism from youth 
with <1% absenteeism correctly identified 99.4% of participants 
and identified two main risk factors: FES items 1 and 44. 
Youth with items 1 (members help and support one another; 
COH) and 44 (little privacy in our family; IND) endorsed as 
true were at higher risk for 1  +  % absenteeism (66.5%); youth 
with items 1 and 44 endorsed as false were at lower risk 
(27.6%). The tree-model demonstrated higher sensitivity than 
specificity. Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that 
ARO scores significantly predicted 1 + % absenteeism (p < 0.02, 
F  =  9.58). ARO scores of <=53.0 indicated higher risk for 
1  +  % absenteeism (80.1%); ARO scores of >53.0 indicated 
lower risk (19.9%). IND scores also significantly predicted 
1  +  % absenteeism (p  <  0.05, F  =  7.39). IND scores of >37.0 
indicated higher risk for 1  +  % absenteeism (67.7%); IND 
scores of <=37.0 indicated lower risk (32.3%).

CART item analysis identified three subgroups at highest 
risk for 1  +  % absenteeism (each node at 100.0%): (1) items 
28 (true; talk about religious meaning; MRE) and 40 (true; 
set ways of doing things; CTL); (2) items 28 (true; talk about 
religious meaning; MRE), 39 (true; on time is very important; 
ORG), 40 (false; set ways of doing things; CTL), and 62 (true; 
money/bills openly talked about; EXP); and (3) items 28 (false; 
talk about religious meaning; MRE), 29 (true; hard to find 
things; ORG), and 44 (true; very little privacy in family; IND). 
The tree-model’s accuracy in predicting 1  +  % absenteeism 
was approximately 91.3%.

Absenteeism: 3 + %
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that 
best differentiated youth with 3  +  % absenteeism from youth 
with <3% absenteeism correctly identified 83.2% of participants 
and identified several items (2, 25, 31, 42, 62, and 89) and 
subscale scores as risk factors (Table 1). The tree-model 
demonstrated higher sensitivity than specificity. The final node 
representing highest overall risk of 3  +  % absenteeism (0.968) 
included items 2 (true; members keep feelings to self; EXP), 

25 (true), and 42 (true; doing things spur of the moment; 
EXP). Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that ARO 
scores significantly predicted 3  +  % absenteeism (p  <  0.01, 
F  =  12.62). ARO scores of <=53.0 indicated higher risk for 
3  +  % absenteeism (80.1%); ARO scores of >53.0 indicated 
lower risk (19.9%).

CART item analysis identified four subgroups at highest 
risk for 3  +  % absenteeism (each node at 100.0%): (1) items 
25 (true; money not very important to us; ACH) and 31 (true; 
feeling of family togetherness; COH); (2) items 25 (false; money 
not very important to us; ACH), 31 (false; feeling of family 
togetherness; COH), and 89 (true; dishes done immediately 
after eating; ORG); (3) items 2 (true; members keep feelings 
to self; EXP), 5 (true; important to be  best; ACO), 25 (true; 
money not very important to us; ACH), and 53 (false; members 
sometimes hit; CON); and 4) items 2 (false; members keep 
feelings to self; EXP), 14 (false; encouraged to be  independent; 
IND), 25 (true; money not very important to us; ACH), 86 
(true; like art and music; ICO), and 90 (false; cannot get away 
with much; CTL). The tree-model’s accuracy in predicting 
3  +  % absenteeism was approximately 85.7%.

Absenteeism: 5 + %
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that 
best differentiated youth with 5  +  % absenteeism from youth 
with <5% absenteeism correctly identified 76.3% of participants 
and identified several items (2, 29, 35, 40, 50, 62, and 71) 
and subscale scores as risk factors (Table 2). The tree-model 
demonstrated higher sensitivity than specificity. The final node 
representing highest overall risk of 5  +  % absenteeism (0.986) 
included items 2 and 29 (true) and IND scores of <=37. 
Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that ARO scores 
significantly predicted 5  +  % absenteeism (p  <  0.02, F  =  9.57, 
predicted 0.760). ARO scores of <=53.0 indicated higher risk 
for 3 + % absenteeism (80.1%); ARO scores of >53.0 indicated 
lower risk (19.9%).

CART item analysis identified three subgroups at highest 
risk for 5  +  % absenteeism (each node at 100.0%): (1) items 
51 (true; members back each other; COH), 56 (false; someone 
plays a musical instrument; ICO), and 77 (true; members go 
out a lot; ARO); (2) items 34 (false; we  come and go as 
we  want; IND), 45 (true; strive to do things better; ACO), 
74 (true; hard to be  by self without hurting feelings; IND), 
and 77 (false; members go out a lot; ARO); and (3) items 16 
(true; rarely go to plays/concerts; ICO), 17 (false; friends often 
come over; ARO), 29 (false; hard to find things; ORG), 74 

TABLE 1 | FES subscale standard scores predictive of 3 + % absenteeism.

Higher risk Lower risk

Expressiveness 34.0–51.5 (8.6%) 59.0–60.0 (3.2%)
Achievement orientation >47.0 (4.3%) <=47.0 (4.2%)
Moral-religious emphasis <=61.0 (5.0%) >61.0 (2.7%)
Independence <=37.0 (2.4%) >37.0 (2.3%)

Subscales presented in descending order of impact.

TABLE 2 | FES subscale standard scores predictive of 5 + % absenteeism.

Higher risk Lower risk

Expressiveness 40.8–51.5 (10.0%) 59.0–60.0 (3.7%)
Cohesion >32.7 (10.2%) <=32.7 (3.1%)
Independence >37.0 (4.9%) <=37.0 (3.0%)
Moral-religious emphasis <=61.0 (3.5%) >61.0 (2.3%)
Conflict >43.0 (7.8%) <=43.0 (2.2%)

Subscales presented in descending order of impact.
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(false; hard to be  by self without hurting feelings; IND), and 
77 (false; members go out a lot; ARO). The tree-model’s accuracy 
in predicting 5  +  % absenteeism was approximately 74.5%.

Absenteeism: 10 + %
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that best 
differentiated youth with 10  +  % absenteeism from youth with 
<10% absenteeism correctly identified 58.3% of participants and 
identified several items (4, 11, 16, 17, 44, 49, 68, 79, and 87) 
and subscale scores as risk factors (Table 3). The tree-model 
demonstrated higher sensitivity than specificity. The final node 
representing highest overall risk of 10  +  % absenteeism (1.000) 
included ORG scores of 53.0–58.0, ICO scores of 35.9–41.0, and 
item 17 (true; friends come over; ARO). Independent analysis 
of the predictors revealed that COH scores significantly predicted 
10  +  % of days missed. COH scores of <=52.0 indicated higher 
risk of 10  +  % absenteeism (54.8%); COH scores of >52.0 
indicated lower risk (45.2%). CART item analysis identified one 
main subgroup at elevated risk for 10  +  % absenteeism (node 
at 87.5% probability): (1) items 74 (true; hard to be  by self 
without hurting feelings; IND) and 77 (false; members go out 
a lot; ARO). The tree-model’s accuracy in predicting 10  +  % 
absenteeism was approximately 78.3%.

Absenteeism: Higher Levels
CHAID analyses were also conducted on an exploratory basis 
for absenteeism levels of 15 + %, 20 + %, 30 + %, and 40 + %. 
The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth 
with 15  +  % absenteeism from youth with <15% absenteeism 
correctly identified 52.9% of participants and identified several 
items (14, 28, 42, 61, 71, and 75) and subscale scores as risk 
factors. The tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than 
sensitivity. MRE scores of >61.0 indicated higher risk of 15 + % 
absenteeism (17.0%); MRE scores of <= 43.9 indicated lower 
risk (10.9%). ACH scores of <=47 indicated higher risk of 
15  +  % absenteeism (16.6%); ACH scores of >59.0 indicated 
lower risk (5.4%). CTL scores of >47.2 indicated higher risk 
of 15 + % absenteeism (6.2%); CTL scores of 42.9–47.2 indicated 
lower risk (2.3%). IND scores of 51–53 indicated higher risk 
of 15  +  % absenteeism (4.7%); IND scores of >53.0 indicated 
lower risk (2.6%). ARO scores of <=48.0 indicated higher risk 
of 15  +  % absenteeism (3.3%); ARO scores of >48.0 indicated 
lower risk (2.6%). The final node representing highest overall 

risk of 15  +  % absenteeism (0.867) included MRE scores of 
56.0–61.0, item 42 (true; doing things spur of the moment; 
EXP), and item 75 (true; work before play is the rule; ICO). 
Independent analysis of predictors revealed that ACH scores 
significantly predicted 15  +  % of days missed (p  <  0.04, 
F  =  8.16, predicted  =  0.47). ACH scores of <=47.0 indicated 
higher risk of 15  +  % absenteeism (52.2%); ACH scores of 
>47.0 indicated lower risk (47.8%).

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth 
with 20  +  % absenteeism from youth with <20% absenteeism 
correctly identified 61.4% of participants and identified several 
items (4, 49, and 79) and subscale scores as risk factors. The 
tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than sensitivity. 
COH scores of 23.0–45.9 indicated higher risk of 20  +  % 
absenteeism (27.9%); COH scores of >65.0 indicated lower 
risk (9.8%). CTL scores of 23.0–45.9 indicated higher risk of 
20  +  % absenteeism (27.9%); CTL scores of >65.0 indicated 
lower risk (9.8%). EXP scores of 34.0–47.0 indicated higher 
risk of 20  +  % absenteeism (10.0%); EXP scores of <= 34.0 
indicated lower risk (4.9%). MRE scores of >61 indicated higher 
risk of 20  +  % absenteeism (5.1%); MRE scores of 43.9–51.0 
indicated lower risk (2.4%).

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth 
with 30  +  % absenteeism from youth with <30% absenteeism 
correctly identified 75.0% of participants and identified several 
items (18, 20, 30, 43, and 85) and subscale scores as risk 
factors. The tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than 
sensitivity. COH scores of 23.0–45.9 indicated higher risk of 
30 + % absenteeism (27.9%); COH scores of 52–52.6 indicated 
lower risk (6.5%). MRE scores of 36.0–46.0 indicated higher 
risk of 30  +  % absenteeism (4.0%); MRE scores of <=36 
indicated lower risk (3.1%). EXP scores of 34.0–47.0 indicated 
higher risk of 30  +  % absenteeism (10.0%); EXP scores of <= 
34.0 indicated lower risk (4.9%). IND scores of >37.0 indicated 
higher risk of 30  +  % absenteeism (7.2%); IND scores of <= 
37.0 indicated lower risk (4.2%). CTL scores of <=43.0 indicated 
higher risk of 30  +  % absenteeism (3.9%); CTL scores of 
>53.3 indicated lower risk (3.7%). CON scores of 44.0–54.3 
indicated higher risk of 30  +  % absenteeism (6.9%); CON 
scores of 38.5–43.0 indicated lower risk (2.4%). Independent 
analysis of the predictors revealed that ACH scores significantly 
predicted 30  +  % of days missed (p  <  0.05, F  =  7.87). ACH 
scores of <=51.0 indicated higher risk of 30  +  % absenteeism 
(52.5%); ACH scores of >51.0 indicated lower risk (47.5%).

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth 
with 40  +  % absenteeism from youth with <40% absenteeism 
correctly identified 85.0% of participants and identified several 
items (10, 49, and 55) and subscale scores as risk factors. The 
tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than sensitivity. COH 
scores of 23.0–45.9 indicated higher risk of 40  +  % absenteeism 
(10.2%); COH scores of 52.6–59 indicated lower risk (3.2%). 
MRE scores of 46.0–61.0 indicated higher risk of 40 + % absenteeism 
(38.8%); MRE scores of <=36 indicated lower risk (7.5%). ORG 
scores of <=53.0 indicated higher risk of 40  +  % absenteeism 
(16.2%); ORG scores of >53.0 indicated lower risk (6.6%). IND 
scores of <=51 indicated higher risk of 40  +  % absenteeism 
(5.2%); IND scores of >51.0 indicated lower risk (5.0%). ARO 

TABLE 3 | FES subscale standard scores predictive of 10 + % absenteeism.

Higher risk Lower risk

Organization 53.0–58.0 (23.4%) 48.0–53.0 (2.5%)
Moral-religious emphasis <=61.0 (5.2%) 61.0–65.9 (2.1%)
Expressiveness >51.5 (7.3%) 46.8–51.5 (2.1%)
Intellectual-cultural 
orientation 47.0–58.0 (6.2%) <35.9 (3.1%)
Achievement orientation >53.0 (3.7%) 46.8–51.5 (2.6%)
Conflict <=44.0 (2.2%) >44.0 (2.1%)

Subscales presented in descending order of impact.
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scores of <=61.0 indicated higher risk of 40  +  % absenteeism 
(5.4%); ARO scores of >61.0 indicated lower risk (25.0%).

DISCUSSION

The present study examined family environment variables as 
potential predictors of various absenteeism severity levels. The 
findings reveal that several family environment variables are 
indeed related to different severity levels in both broad and 
more nuanced ways. Broadly, as expected, family environment 
risk factors tended to be  more circumscribed and informative 
at higher levels of absenteeism, with much greater diversity 
at lower levels. Higher levels of absenteeism (i.e., 15  +  %) 
appear more closely related to lower achievement orientation, 
active-recreational orientation, cohesion, and expressiveness. 
Lower levels of absenteeism (i.e., 1, 3, and 5%) were generally 
associated with a wider array of family environment variables.

Active-recreational standard scores were generally suppressed 
across absenteeism severity levels, a result that parallels Hansen 
et  al.’s (1998) finding that less active families were associated 
with greater levels of school absenteeism among youth with 
anxiety-based conditions. These authors speculated that a low 
emphasis on social and physical activities and greater time spent 
at home may mean that some children may be  more apt to 
spend school time at home. In addition, these children may 
be  more predisposed to have difficulties with social skills and 
peer interactions that could also interfere with school attendance. 
Some have also found that school absenteeism is related to less 
participation in school sports (Hunt and Hopko, 2009), though 
others have not (Skedgell and Kearney, 2018). Lower active-
recreational scores were evident as well in Kearney and Silverman’s 
(1995) study that led those authors to conclude that some families 
of youth with absentee problems are isolated in nature.

A number of nuanced findings were also revealed in the 
present study, however, that deserve detailed description. With 
respect to achievement orientation, for example, elevated standard 
scores were associated with less absenteeism severity but lower 
standard scores were associated with greater absenteeism severity. 
Higher school performance is generally associated with higher 
competition (Harrison and Rouse, 2014), though effects can 
depend on gender and age (Little and Garber, 2004; Wang 
and Holcombe, 2010). At the family level, achievement orientation 
could translate into specific activities such as modeling academic 
advancement, reading frequently, encouraging a strong work 
ethic, and providing enrichment opportunities that distally 
affect school attendance (Dubow et  al., 2009).

In addition, lower standard scores for expressiveness were 
evident at less severe (3, 5%) and more severe (20, 30%) levels 
of absenteeism, though elevated standard scores were predictive 
of 10 + % absenteeism. As noted earlier, Bernstein and Borchardt 
(1996) found that families of youth with school refusal displayed 
significant problems with respect to role performance and 
communication. Findings from the present study indicate that 
such difficulties may be  less evident during periods when 
families are working together to solve an absentee problem 
and during periods when frustration over long-term absenteeism 

has led to greater disengagement and less opportunities for 
direct expression (Kearney and Silverman, 1995).

Family cohesion represented another nuanced finding. Cohesion 
was not predictive at 1  +  % and 3  +  % absenteeism but lower 
standard scores were more predictive of higher levels of 
absenteeism. This result parallels Bernstein et al.’s (1999) finding 
that adolescents with school attendance problems and their 
parents viewed their families as particularly rigid and disengaged 
on a cohesion dimension. In addition, several researchers have 
found, broadly speaking, that parent and family involvement 
and support are crucial variables with respect to school attendance, 
performance, and dropout (Sheldon, 2007; Topor et  al., 2010; 
Parr and Bonitz, 2015). Cohesion in the form of help with 
homework, support for academic progress, and commitment to 
education may be  a key in this regard (Wilder, 2014).

Family conflict was expected to be  an important predictor of 
absenteeism severity in the present study. Elevated conflict standard 
scores were more predictive of 5 + % absenteeism severity, whereas 
lower conflict standard scores were more predictive of 10  +  % 
absenteeism severity. Some have found family conflict to be elevated 
in this population in general, and advocate for the problem to 
be  resolved clinically in this population (Kearney and Silverman, 
1995; Kearney and Albano, 2018), though others have found 
family conflict to be  unrelated to school attendance problems 
(McShane et  al., 2001). As with expressiveness, some families 
may display increased conflict at a point of urgency when trying 
to resolve a school attendance problem but later become frustrated 
and disengaged from the process (Kearney, 2019).

Finally, control was a family environment variable that did 
not appear until higher levels of absenteeism severity. Lower 
levels of control were more predictive at higher levels of 
absenteeism severity, particularly at the 20  +  % and 30  +  % 
levels. A less structured home environment has been associated 
with school absenteeism in other studies (Hunt and Hopko, 
2009). In addition, as mentioned earlier, Bernstein et al. (1990) 
found that inconsistency of family rules related to some youth 
with school attendance problems. Conversely, family rules are 
part of a parent involvement process often associated with 
academic success (Catsambis, 2001).

Analyses of individual FES items also revealed interesting 
findings. First, items were sometimes endorsed differently in 
different nodes, indicating a high level of variability in these 
groups. This applied particularly to lower levels of absenteeism. 
Second, fewer items were predictive of 10  +  % absenteeism 
than at lower levels, mirroring the subscale finding that predictors 
tended to be  more restricted at higher absenteeism severity 
levels. Overall, however, examining subscale scores appeared 
to be  more useful than examining item scores.

The present study may thus have some applicability to MTSS 
models of school absenteeism and how tiers within these models 
may be  demarcated. In particular, absenteeism severity levels 
of 10–15% appear to be  associated with more defined sets of 
risk factors, which may indicate more qualitative changes in 
family functioning at these levels. More intense drops in 
achievement orientation, active-recreational orientation, cohesion, 
and expressiveness, in addition to less conflict, may indicate 
that families become substantially more disengaged at these 
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levels. Such disengagement could come in the form of sharply 
reduced parent-school official contact, consequences for school 
absenteeism, academic assistance, attendance monitoring, and 
parent supervision (Kearney and Albano, 2018).

The results may also have implications for MTSS development 
in educational settings. Many local educational agencies, for example, 
are moving toward systemic, evidence-based systems of academic 
and behavioral supports to meet the unique needs of diverse 
students (McIntosh and Goodman, 2016). A better understanding 
of how these needs intersect with family-based challenges is 
essential in this respect. Parental involvement, for example, has 
been found to be  a key element of success in MTSS programs, 
and such programs often benefit from a wider array of stakeholders 
that include parents (August et  al., 2018). In addition, MTSS 
models are increasingly moving toward a “whole child” approach 
that more fully considers ecological levels outside of school, such 
as family factors (Sailor et  al., 2018). Results of the present study 
and related studies may thus help inform such an approach.

Results of the present study also have implications for further 
research work in this area, particularly with respect to how 
these findings intersect with other family-based risk factors 
for school absenteeism. Gubbels et  al. (2019), for example, 
conducted a meta-analytic review of such factors for school 
absenteeism and dropout and found several pertinent family 
domains. These included low parental school involvement, lack 
of nuclear family structure, and low parental control, among 
others. An understanding of how the family environment 
dynamics identified in the present study intersect with these 
broader domains, particularly with respect to specific levels 
of school absenteeism, would be quite instructive for subtyping 
and demarcation purposes. Such information may also help 
inform family-based treatment for this population. For example, 
Tobias (2019) found that family-based intervention for persistent 
school absenteeism was often hindered by an insecure home 
environment. The latter construct could be  investigated in 
greater detail in future work to identify whether the dynamics 
noted in the present study would apply.

Limitations of the present study should be  noted. First, the 
sample was a diverse one ranging from having no formal 
school absences to having many school absences. Second, more 
detailed analyses of absenteeism type or of demographic or 
developmental differences were not examined in accordance 
with sample constraints and diversity of settings. Third, the 
primary dependent measure was based on parent-report. Future 
researchers should endeavor to explore a more wide-ranging 
assessment of family functioning in this population.

CONCLUSION

Despite these limitations, findings from the present study 
may have some clinical implications. Educators, mental health 
professionals, and others who address these families, 
particularly at higher levels of absenteeism severity, will likely 
need to prioritize certain goals given the problematic family 
dynamics involved. With respect to school attendance,  
such goals may include repairing parent-school official 
communications, educating family members about creative 
educational options, and establishing contracts or agreements 
to improve problem-solving ability and increase incentives 
for attending school (Kearney, 2019). More broadly, such 
goals may include interventions to enhance family engagement 
and communication as well as contacts with outside sources 
of support (Kelly et  al., 2018).
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As noted in Part 1 of this two-part review, school attendance is an important foundational 
competency for children and adolescents, and school absenteeism has been linked to 
myriad short- and long-term negative consequences, even into adulthood. Categorical 
and dimensional approaches for this population have been developed. This article (Part 
2 of a two-part review) discusses compatibilities of categorical and dimensional approaches 
for school attendance and school absenteeism and how these approaches can inform 
one another. The article also poses a multidimensional multi-tiered system of supports 
pyramid model as a mechanism for reconciling these approaches, promoting school 
attendance (and/or prevention of school absenteeism), establishing early warning systems 
for nimble response to school attendance problems, assisting with global policy review 
and dissemination and implementation, and adapting to future changes in education 
and technology.

Keywords: school attendance, school absenteeism, truancy, school refusal, school withdrawal, school exclusion, 
multi-tiered system of supports, response to intervention

INTRODUCTION

The field of school attendance and absenteeism (SA/A) remains, as it has always been, at 
various crossroads. Categorical and dimensional approaches to conceptualizing SA/A are manifold, 
and each approach has its own validity for defining, classifying, and providing assessment and 
prevention/intervention recommendations for this population (see Part 1 of this two-part review; 
Kearney et  al., 2019). Categories generally refer to dichotomies and distinctions to identify 
groups, whereas dimensions generally refer to fluid or latent constructs arranged along various 
spectra or continua. Key categorical dichotomies and distinctions of SA/A include school 
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refusal-truancy, excused-unexcused absences, school withdrawal 
and school exclusion, acute-chronic duration, and diagnostic 
categories. Key dimensional aspects of SA/A include defining 
school attendance and its problems along a continuum, multi-
tiered system of supports for preventative and intervention 
strategies arranged according to student need, risk/contextual 
factors, absenteeism severity, developmental level, and functional 
profiles of school attendance problems.

The development of categorical and dimensional approaches 
to better understand a particular phenomenon is not unique 
to the field of SA/A; indeed, such bifurcation is a common 
aspect of the study of many different child behavior problems 
such as anxiety and mood disorders, developmental disorders, 
and attention-deficit/hyperactivity and conduct disorders (Hankin 
et  al., 2011; Ghio et  al., 2015; Wakschlag et  al., 2015; Elton 
et  al., 2016; Sprafkin et  al., 2016). A key task moving forward 
will be  to draw from the validity of all approaches to design 
a framework for SA/A that can facilitate the promotion of 
school attendance, nimble responses to emerging school 
absenteeism, effective policy review across jurisdictions, wide 
dissemination to various locations and settings, and adaptation 
to future, rapid changes in education and technology.

As noted in Part 1 of this review, Coghill and Sonuga-Barke 
(2012) stated that both categorical and dimensional approaches 
can coexist within a given phenomenon by serving different 
but equally useful purposes. Both categorical and dimensional 
approaches can be  applied to a given heterogeneous construct. 
Categories are useful for providing general rules and cut-points 
for distinguishing broad groups of behavior, and dimensions 
are useful for providing data to adjust these cut-points along 
various spectra such as age, gender, temperament/behavior, 
developmental level, and setting to improve the categorical 
rules. Categorical distinctions can be  useful descriptors of a 
particular current state, and dimensional profiles can be  used 
to determine if that categorical state changes in degree of 
intensity (e.g., to nonproblematic or to more problematic) over 
time to inform treatment, longitudinal, and prognostic analyses. 
Categories and dimensions together can thus form a synergistic 
and breathable system that allows for considerable adaptation 
to future scientific and other advances (Hudziak et  al., 2007).

Over the next sections of this article (Part 2 of a two-part 
review), we  discuss a possible pathway toward reconciling 
contemporary categorical and dimensional approaches to SA/A. 
This discussion initially involves sample compatibilities across 
extant categories and dimensions of SA/A and how these 
constructs might be  blended or matched with one another. 
This section focuses on pertinent or prominent examples and 
is not an exhaustive review of all possible affinities. This 
discussion then includes a multidimensional, multi-tiered system 
of supports (MTSS) pyramid model that may be  used as a 
framework to include various categorical-dimensional aspects 
of SA/A. Finally, as mentioned, we  explore how such a model 
could enhance promotion of school attendance and/or prevention 
of school absenteeism, expedite nimble clinical and other 
responses to emerging absenteeism via early warning system 
development, assist in policy review and dissemination across 
jurisdictions and disciplines, and adapt to future and rapid 

changes in education and technology. We  emphasize that the 
framework presented here is a heuristic one, not meant to 
be  necessarily optimal or capstone in nature, but rather one 
designed to help spur the field toward reconciliation, common 
language, and advancement. We  fully expect and hope that 
the framework will evolve over time.

COMPATIBILITIES OF CATEGORIES  
AND DIMENSIONS OF SCHOOL 
ATTENDANCE AND ABSENTEEISM

Compatibilities of categories and dimensions of SA/A (described 
in Part 1 of this two-part review) can be  described in two 
main ways. First, many categorical approaches for SA/A actually 
have many dimensional features, and many dimensional 
approaches for SA/A actually have many categorical features. 
Second, many categorical and dimensional approaches for SA/A 
have striking similarities that may indicate general agreement 
about a particular construct and refer to that construct from 
somewhat different perspectives. The examples provided next 
include both ways of describing compatibilities among categories 
and dimensions of SA/A.

Categories of School Attendance and 
Absenteeism With Dimensional Features
As mentioned in Part 1 of this review (p.  3), truancy is one 
of the most venerable constructs in the field of SA/A. From 
a categorical perspective, truancy may refer to illegal, unexcused 
school absence without parental knowledge or sanction (Gentle-
Genitty et al., 2015). From a dimensional perspective, as noted 
in Part 1 of this review (p.  4), researchers have found many 
profiles of truancy along academic status, disability, location, 
race/ethnicity, in- and out-of-school activities, individual-group-
orientation, premediated-spontaneous initiation, and parental 
academic involvement, among many other variables. Gentle-
Genitty et  al. (2015) noted as well that categorical definitions 
of truancy often involve dimensions of absenteeism along time 
such as arriving late to school, missing a class, and missing 
a full school day, similar to the definitional spectrum of SA/A 
presented in Part 1 (p.  7).

Truancy as a category and truancy as a multidimensional 
construct are compatible notions. A categorical premise of lack 
of parental knowledge and sanction in truancy, for example, 
can be  informed by various dimensional subtypes to boost its 
validity and enhance a greater intricacy to this distinction. 
For example, Keppens and Spruyt (2017) found that parental 
knowledge of a truant event was a highly nuanced construct 
that reflected lack of parental knowledge with expectation of 
parent distress (41.7%), lack of parental knowledge without 
expectation of parent distress (5.7%), parental knowledge with 
approval (34.5%), and parental knowledge without approval 
(18.1%). Truancy as a categorical and dimensional construct 
is also represented in research regarding forms and functions 
of SA/A. Researchers who study SA/A categorically generally 
examine forms of truant behavior such as externalizing problems, 
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whereas researchers who study SA/A dimensionally generally 
examine functions or factors that maintain school refusal 
behavior such as pursuit of tangible rewards outside of school 
(Haight et  al., 2011; Iverson et  al., 2018; Walter et  al., 2018). 
Both research avenues, however, gravitate toward older youth 
with less school-based anxiety (Dembo et  al., 2016).

As mentioned in Part 1 of this review (p.  3), school refusal 
often refers to another child-initiated form of school absenteeism. 
From a categorical perspective, school refusal may refer to 
emotional distress and reluctance to attend school (Elliott and 
Place, 2019). From a dimensional perspective, as noted in 
Part  1 (p.  4), researchers have found many profiles of school 
refusal along various spectra (e.g., Finning et  al., 2018, 2019). 
Gallé-Tessonneau and Gana (2018), for example, found several 
main clusters of youth with school refusal involving anxiety  
and fear of confrontation, adolescent-parent relationships, 
interpersonal relationship difficulties, and coping difficulties 
that associated closely with functional dimensions or profiles. 
Researchers who study SA/A categorically generally examine 
forms of behavior such as anxiety, depression, and somatic 
complaints (Jones et  al., 2019). Researchers who study SA/A 
dimensionally generally examine functions or factors that 
maintain school refusal behavior such as avoidance of negative 
affectivity and escape from aversive social and/or evaluative 
situations (Haight et  al., 2011; Richards and Hadwin, 2011). 
Both research avenues, however, gravitate toward youth with 
more school-based distress (Havik et  al., 2015).

Other categorical constructs for SA/A also have dimensional 
features. For example, the construct of school withdrawal, or 
parent-initiated school absenteeism, includes a spectrum of 
parent behaviors such as knowledge, acquiescence, consent, 
approval, and accommodation, or more passive to more active 
responses (Kearney and Albano, 2018; Marin et  al., 2019). 
Similarly, school exclusion or school-initiated absenteeism can 
involve a spectrum of lawful or unlawful administrative responses 
such as loss of privileges, early school departure, detention, 
in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, restorative or 
other interventions in another location, alternative educational 
placement, and expulsion as well as duration of the exclusion 
(Valdebenito et  al., 2018). In addition, Birioukov (2016) sought 
to reframe the categorical dichotomy of excused-unexcused 
absences along broader distinctions (i.e., voluntary and 
involuntary) with varying explanations. Voluntary absence, for 
example, might encompass more student agency involving spectra 
along motivation to attend school and perceptions of school 
as a hostile environment. Involuntary absence might encompass 
more contextual influences that affect a student’s ability to attend 
school and include spectra along life conditions, opportunities 
for academic advancement, and access to education (see also 
Part 1 of this two-part review, p.  5).

Dimensions of School Attendance and 
Absenteeism With Categorical Features
As mentioned in Part 1 of this review (p.  10), a functional 
model of school refusal behavior focuses on dimensions or 
profiles of the relative strength of maintaining factors for school 
refusal behavior. The model was originally designed as a clinical 

strategy to help mental health professionals utilize descriptive 
and experimental functional analyses to identify a particular 
prescriptive treatment tailored to these maintaining factors (Kearney 
and Silverman, 1990). Youth may refuse to attend school to (1) 
avoid school-based stimuli that provoke a sense of negative 
affectivity (anxiety and depression), (2) escape from aversive 
social and/or evaluative situations at school, (3) pursue attention 
from significant others, and/or (4) pursue tangible rewards outside 
the school. The functions were based on wide parameters of 
negative and positive reinforcement (Kearney, 2001).

In this functional model, a dimensional profile of maintaining 
factors is derived via a comprehensive assessment that includes 
descriptive measures, rating systems, behavioral observations, 
and formal hypothesis testing, among other means. Some 
erroneously equate one descriptive instrument with the broader 
functional model, but the functional distinctions can be measured 
in many ways to derive detailed and nuanced clinical profiles 
of each (Kearney and Tillotson, 1998). Indeed, the functional 
model was specifically designed to be flexibly applied to different 
clinical and educational settings to account for differences in local 
practices as well as the heterogeneity of school attendance 
problems and to enhance the treatment utility of assessment 
(Nelson-Gray, 2003). With respect to the latter, a primary function 
based on relative strength to the others may be  categorically 
chosen as a starting point for prescriptive intervention (Kearney 
and Silverman, 1999). A categorical nature of the functional 
model is further reflected in research work examining differences 
between the functions (e.g., Haight et  al., 2011). As such, the 
model is a flexible, prototypical categorical-dimensional approach 
for SA/A and has been generally utilized and studied in this 
manner (e.g., Lyon and Cotler, 2009; Gresham et  al., 2013; 
Nuttall and Woods, 2013; Elsherbiny, 2017).

Similarly, a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) model 
of SA/A (see Part 1 of this review, pp.  7–9) involves several 
dimensional continua with respect to absenteeism chronicity 
and severity as well as degree of risk and contextual factors 
generally associated with increasingly higher levels of absenteeism. 
An MTSS model of SA/A also assumes a spectrum of needed 
supports for youth and their families ranging from (1) system-
wide or universal preventative approaches to (2) targeted 
interventions for mild to moderate school attendance problems 
to (3) intensive interventions for chronic and severe absenteeism 
(Kearney, 2016). The spectrum-based nature of MTSS is designed 
in part to enhance feasibility for, and thus applicability to, various 
educational and other settings (Stoiber and Gettinger, 2016).

A key component of MTSS models, however, is a categorical 
tier-based structure with ostensibly clear demarcations between 
each level of supports. Specific demarcations are important for 
understanding when to shift the focus of intervention to a higher 
(or lower) tier. Within a reading context, for example, standardized 
assessment protocols may be  utilized to identify students with 
specific comprehension or word decoding problems that warrant 
Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention (Leonard et  al., 2019). In addition, 
teacher-based screening and office disciplinary referrals for behavior 
may indicate a failed intervention and thus a marker for movement 
to a different tier (Naser et al., 2018). As such, assessment profiles 
inform movement from one categorical tier to another. With 
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respect to an MTSS model for SA/A, identifying when a child 
could move from one tier to another will involve expanded 
research into tier-based demarcations that may help inform 
intervention assignment (Fornander and Kearney, 2019a,b, 
submitted) (see also later sections).

Other dimensions of SA/A, including those within an MTSS 
model, have been examined categorically as well. Risk and 
contextual factors of SA/A, for example, are commonly studied 
or grouped into child-, parent-, family-, peer-, school-, 
community-, cultural-, and even government-based distinctions, 
as well as how these distinctions change across locations 
(Kearney, 2008; Lamb et  al., 2010; Correia and Marques-Pinto, 
2016; Şahin et al., 2016). Researchers examine these risk factors 
via spectra of accumulated risk as well as via statistical modeling 
to compare the contributed risk of each group (Chen et  al., 
2016; Goodrich et  al., 2017; Chung and Lee, 2019; Sansone, 
2019). Similarly, researchers have examined absenteeism severity 
both as dimensional ranges and as categorical distinctions 
(Skedgell and Kearney, 2016, 2018; Stempel et  al., 2017).

Categories and Dimensions of School 
Attendance and Absenteeism: Informing 
One Another
Categorical and dimensional approaches to SA/A have many 
compatibilities as well as overlapping qualities and purposes. 
As noted earlier, categorical distinctions of SA/A, which have 
traditionally suffered from considerable ambiguity and limited 
construct validity (Part 1 of this review, p.  6), may be  better 
informed by common and empirically based higher-order 
dimensions. Such dimensions may help identify functional 
analytic and temporal aspects to improve the practical nature 
of different categories in clinical and educational practice (Brown 
and Barlow, 2009). For example, identifying risk or behavioral 
marker profiles would help improve a distinction between 
Tier  1 prevention and Tier 2 early intervention (Mitchell 
et  al.,  2011). In addition, identifying specific pathognomonic 
or at least assident features of various SA/A categories may 
ultimately come from examining ranges or profiles of constructs 
such as avoidance, emotion regulation, cognitive features, 
temperament, parent responses, family environment dynamics, 
association with deviant peers, school climate, and perhaps 
even biopsychosocial or bioecological aspects (Caron et  al., 
2006; Rothbart and Posner, 2015; Gottfried and Gee, 2017). 
In the next section, we  posit a multidimensional multi-
tiered  system of supports pyramid model of SA/A that allows 
space to explore these research avenues while simultaneously 
charting preventative and intervention processes for immediate 
dissemination and implementation.

A MULTIDIMENSIONAL MULTI-TIERED 
SYSTEM OF SUPPORTS PYRAMID

Multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) models, including 
Response to Intervention and Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports/School-wide Positive Behavior Support, are often 

represented via one-dimensional triangles as illustrated in Part 
1 of this review (p. 8). As discussed, these approaches represent 
multiple tiers of preventative and intervention strategies for 
various academic, social, and behavioral issues. These tiers are 
arranged along a continuum of needs of support targeted toward 
all students (prevention), some percentage of students (early 
intervention), and some lesser percentage of students (intensive 
intervention). Kearney and Graczyk (2014) were the first to 
apply these principles to SA/A (see Part 1 of this review for 
greater detail, pp.  7–9).

A key constraint of the one-dimensional triangle representation 
of MTSS is that it assumes considerable homogeneity among 
the population at hand, such as all children in a particular 
elementary school who are learning to read or all adolescents 
in a particular high school with a disruptive behavior resulting 
in an office disciplinary referral (Sugai and Horner, 2009). As 
such, preventative and intervention strategies are usually geared 
in similar fashion, albeit with some flexibility based on nuanced 
factors such as the function of misbehavior, intensity of punitive 
response, and responding administrator (e.g., teacher and dean) 
(Crone et  al., 2015). Such an approach appears reasonable at 
Tier 1 where the focus is on promoting a certain phenomenon 
(e.g., ability to read) and/or preventing a certain phenomenon 
(e.g., classroom disruption) for all (and generally similar) 
students in a given setting. The use of communal approaches 
at Tier 2 and Tier 3, however, may be  less efficacious for as 
heterogeneous and complex a population as students with 
school attendance problems.

A progressive conceptual framework for an MTSS approach 
is to emphasize the notion of a multi-dimensional (and thus 
multi-sided) pyramid to account for greater heterogeneity as 
well as clinical and research avenues for a certain population 
(Dulaney et  al., 2013). An example is a multi-tiered, multi-
domain system of supports (MTMDSS) model (Hatch et  al., 
2018). In an MTMDSS model, various tiers of support are 
associated with multiple domains such as school counselor 
efforts to address, simultaneously and yet differently, the academic, 
career readiness, and social/emotional needs of their students 
(Hatch et  al., 2019). These tiers of support remain similar to 
the three levels of an MTSS model but the presence of multiple 
sides means the tiers can apply variously and flexibly to 
different domains.

The basic conceptual structure of a multi-dimensional pyramid 
may fit well with the multifaceted nature of SA/A. In this 
structure (Figure 1), different sides of a multi-dimensional 
pyramid could reflect different sets of key categorical-dimensional 
domains of SA/A. Such domains, among many others, could 
involve (1) child-, parent-, or school-initiated/oriented school 
attendance problems, (2) different dimensions of categories 
such as truancy, (3) functional or risk and protective factor 
profiles or clusters, (4) school attendance problems in preschool, 
elementary, middle, and high school students, and (5) schools 
at low, medium, and high risk for absenteeism. In addition, 
multi-dimensional pyramids could be  developed and tailored 
to individual jurisdictions with different set points for movement 
across the tiers. Such pyramids would also allow for better 
cross-disciplinary work and enhance creativity and innovation 
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about how this population is conceptualized. A multi-dimensional 
pyramid could vary according to the number of domains desired 
(e.g., four and six sides) as well. Most importantly, this approach 
mandates the development of preventative and intervention 
strategies for each tier no matter what domains are used.

As an example, Lyon and Cotler (2009) juxtaposed functional 
dimensions along microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem 
levels of intervention for school refusal behavior. Microsystem 
interventions address more direct, proximal, or immediate 
influences on school attendance problems, and specific aspects 
within the microsystem can be  linked to specific functional 
dimensions. In this framework, (1) peer microsystem interventions 
(e.g., mentoring and social skills) might best be  linked to 
avoidance of social/evaluative situations and pursuit of tangible 
reinforcement; (2) family microsystem interventions (e.g., 
contingency management and contracting) might best be linked 
to avoidance of social/evaluative situations, pursuit of parental 
attention, and pursuit of tangible reinforcement; and (3) school 
microsystem interventions (e.g., incentive programs and academic 
support) might best be linked to avoidance of negative affectivity, 
avoidance of social/evaluative situations, and pursuit of 
tangible reinforcement.

Mesosystem interventions address connections between settings 
most relevant to a child such as parent-school official contacts. 
In this framework, mesosystem interventions (e.g., school 
engagement and parental involvement initiatives) might best 
be linked to pursuit of parental attention and pursuit of tangible 
reinforcement. Exosystem interventions (e.g., policy changes and 
statutes) address more distal social structures or settings that 
have an indirect influence on school attendance problems and 
may best be  linked to all functions of school refusal behavior. 
The authors also discussed macrosystem influences, or societal 
or cultural/subcultural influences that envelop other levels (in 
this case, those involving school absenteeism). Such influences 

may include, for example, shifts in economic opportunities, 
globalization, migration/immigration, and labor markets that 
impact school dropout rates (Brewer and McEwan, 2010;  
Coxhead and Shrestha, 2017).

Lyon and Cotler’s (2009) approach, a key prelude to the 
multi-tiered frameworks discussed here and in other articles 
(see also Lyon and Bruns, 2019), emphasized the notion of 
multifaceted tiers that each reflected multiple domains related 
to school attendance such as functional profiles, contextual 
factors, and intervention types and levels. In addition, the 
authors worked to supersede traditional notions of school 
refusal and truancy, emphasize how multi-systemic interventions 
can augment personalized clinical treatment approaches, and 
encourage the expansion of tailored strategies to best serve 
different ethnic and cultural groups, a process that remains 
largely underdeveloped in the SA/A field even today. One 
omission of Lyon and Cotler’s (2009) approach was the notion 
of preventative practices to proactively address multi-system 
factors leading to school attendance problems, a topic we  turn 
to next.

Base of the Pyramid: Promoting  
School Attendance
The notion of a multidimensional MTSS/MTMDSS pyramid 
model carries some potential advantages as a heuristic for 
SA/A. First, the notion of a multidimensional pyramid implies 
a common base involving children and adolescents who are 
attending school without difficulty. The base of a pyramid is 
necessarily broad and strong and critical for the support of 
the upper tiers. As such, the base of the pyramid is the most 
fundamental aspect of the structure and must be well maintained. 
The notion of a pyramidal base thus means that all stakeholders 
in the field of SA/A begin with the common premise that 
school attendance is valued and that promoting school attendance 
(and/or preventing school absenteeism) must be the foundation 
for all other efforts in this area.

Second, the notion of a strong (and larger) pyramidal base 
means that most efforts in this area will need to focus on 
promoting school attendance and not simply on reducing 
absenteeism. With respect to SA/A, this means that school 
districts, health and mental health professionals, and lay persons 
must invest significant resources and efforts into Tier 1 practices 
to prevent youth from entering Tiers 2 and 3. All too often, 
stakeholders in this field concentrate on policies, procedures, 
sanctions, treatments, and other methods to react to student 
absenteeism as opposed to engaging in measures to proactively 
maintain and boost school attendance. The notion of a 
multidimensional base means that proactive, preventative efforts 
must be  emphasized and can be  tailored to individual schools, 
jurisdictions, and cultures.

Third, the notion of a strong pyramidal base means that 
researchers must focus as much on protective and promotional 
factors toward high school completion (or its equivalent) as 
on risk factors and other aspects of school absenteeism. Some 
continue to invest heavily in incremental distinctions of youth 
with school absenteeism with little investment toward identifying 
those who do complete school. Indeed, the absence of risk is 

FIGURE 1 | Illustration of a sample multidimensional multi-tiered system of 
supports pyramid model for school attendance and school absenteeism.
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not the same as the presence of growth. In addition, many 
researchers tend to focus on the negative consequences of 
school absenteeism and dropout and less so on the benefits 
of graduation. A better understanding of such protective factors 
would greatly inform prevention science in this and related 
areas (Kieling et  al., 2011; Lösel and Farrington, 2012).

Zaff et al. (2017) reviewed literature on factors that promote 
high school graduation, with a particular focus on dimensions 
of positive youth development as well as proximal and distal 
influences within a student’s ecology. Such protective and 
promotive factors included malleable assets, or those potentially 
sensitive to intervention, and upstream factors, or those more 
systemic and likely more difficult to modify. The authors made 
an astute point that simple lack of risk factors in a particular 
child does not necessarily imply that the child is thriving or 
that development is optimized. Instead, researchers and others 
must focus on variables that actively promote educational 
attainment, not simply on those that predict school absenteeism 
and dropout.

Individual student factors found most to predict high school 
graduation or continued school enrollment included intrinsic 
motivation to achieve positive educational outcomes, enhanced 
school engagement, student expectations for academic attainment, 
and internal locus of control. School engagement can come 
in many forms, and the authors found that high levels of 
behavioral (e.g., attending school and completing assignments), 
emotional (e.g., connection with school and enjoying school), 
and cognitive (e.g., strategic learning and intellectual curiosity) 
were most related to academic success and graduation. Of 
these variables, particularly salient predictors included attendance, 
social and academic engagement, and arts and athletic 
participation. Expectations for, and perceived control of, positive 
academic outcomes were potent predictors as well. Effect sizes 
were small to moderate.

Parent factors found most to predict high school graduation 
or continued school enrollment included parental academic 
involvement and parent-child connection. The former may 
be  associated with attending school-based meetings and 
conferences, participating in school-based organizations, 
communicating regularly with school officials, assisting with 
homework, and setting clear rules about homework and 
maintaining a good grade point average. Many of these effects 
remained even after controlling for demographic and school 
composition variables. Parental social support and regular 
parent-child communication comprised the parent-child 
connection construct. Effect sizes for parent influences were 
generally small. Peer-related factors were more limited and 
included positive peer norms, or expectations of what behaviors 
are valued within a particular group of friends. This may 
include enhanced expectations for maintaining grade point 
average and for valuing education. Effect sizes for peer influences 
were generally small.

School-related factors found most to predict high school 
graduation or continued school enrollment included positive 
student-teacher relationships, smaller schools, participation in 
school-based extracurricular activities, and career and technical 
education. Positive student-teacher relationships can include 

respectful interactions, teacher interest in students, and student 
belief in teacher competence. This may relate to smaller schools 
as well, where teachers and students may be more knowledgeable 
of one another. Extracurricular activities, including community 
service participation, may relate specifically to social competence, 
educational aspirations, and sense of agency among students. 
Career and technical education opportunities positively impact 
continued school enrollment in particular. Effects sizes for 
school variables ranged from small to large.

Finally, the primary community-related factor found most 
to predict high school graduation or continued school enrollment 
was participation in out-of-school time programs, or those 
collections of programs focused on community service, social-
emotional learning, and academic enrichment. The authors 
concluded that more research is needed on how all of these 
protective factors interact with one another to enhance the 
trajectory toward graduation, how the factors operate differently 
across students and contexts, and how risk and demographic 
factors moderate the effect of assets to promote graduation 
(Zaff et  al., 2017).

Zaff et  al.’s (2017) efforts also reveal the value and utility 
of examining various key dimensions or domains of functioning 
to inform categorical distinctions between nonproblematic (Tier 
1) school attendance and problematic (Tier 2) school absenteeism, 
and thus preventative targets. Indeed, effective school dropout 
prevention programs are often based on dimensions of student 
engagement with school, parental involvement, and school 
climate (Wilson et al., 2011). In addition, effective components 
of programs designed to increase school completion are often 
arranged in dimensional levels of support that involve students 
(e.g., academic tutoring, social skills instruction, character 
development, leadership training, work experience, and 
attendance incentives), schools (e.g., smaller class sizes, anti-
bullying, and wider access to mental health support), and policy 
changes (e.g., reduced stigmatization and use of exclusionary 
discipline for absenteeism and support for Tier 1 approaches) 
(Freudenberg and Ruglis, 2007; Freeman and Simonsen, 2015; 
Balu and Ehrlich, 2018). Utilizing dimensions or domains of 
functioning to inform categorical distinctions between 
nonproblematic (Tier 1) school attendance and problematic 
(Tier 2) school absenteeism also has implications for early 
warning systems and nimble clinical and other responses to 
emerging school attendance problems, discussed next.

Second Tier of the Pyramid: Early Warning 
and Nimble Response
The notion of a multidimensional MTSS/MTMDSS pyramid 
model also implies that screening and immediate, nimble 
response to early warning signs or Tier 2 cases of emerging 
school absenteeism must be  a priority no matter the domain 
structure utilized on the sides of a pyramid. For example, 
domains of school attendance problems across elementary, 
middle, and high school levels must juxtapose with individualized, 
tailored strategies to identify these problems within the resources 
and logistical constraints of each domain. This may mean an 
attendance officer in an elementary school who can call parents 
immediately each day upon learning of a student absence, a 
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school attendance team (e.g., counselor, dean, and school-based 
social worker) in a middle school that regularly reviews attendance 
data and intervenes with a family prior to a legal tripwire for 
truancy, and an integrated first period teacher-attendance team 
in high school that coordinates information about attendance, 
disciplinary referrals, and course grades (Kearney, 2016; 
Rumberger and Losen, 2017). The ability to nimbly respond 
to these problems, particularly in school settings, depends 
heavily on valid early screening methods for SA/A in children 
and adolescents.

Screening for school attendance problems has occurred in 
various ways that include both ancillary and direct approaches. 
With respect to the former, for example, Gall et  al. (2000) 
described a screening process at a school-based health center 
that included school absence as well as a number of psychosocial 
and academic variables. Students identified with emotional and 
behavioral problems and referred for mental health services 
decreased their school absences nearly 50% and tardiness 
instances 25%. Mechanisms of action for this effect may include 
enhanced resilience and health status and behaviors (Walker 
et  al., 2010). Others have screened for ancillary variables such 
as office disciplinary referrals or health problems such as asthma 
as markers for attendance problems (Weismuller et  al., 2007; 
Caldarella et  al., 2008; Moricca et  al., 2013).

Recent endeavors have focused more on direct screening 
approaches for school attendance problems that include both 
categorical and dimensional aspects. Early warning systems 
that focus specifically on attendance, behavioral data/suspensions, 
and course grades have been found to consistently identify 
50–75% of future school dropouts before the event occurred. 
These categories have been further informed by dimensional 
data indicating that attendance rates under 85–90%, two or 
more suspensions, and two or more semester course failures 
in any subject are particularly pertinent indicators and should 
be part of a customized multi-tiered response system (Thomas, 
2017; Balfanz and Byrnes, 2019). Such data could be  collated 
via an online monitoring system, and many school districts 
utilize software applications to immediately inform parents of 
an absence as well as course assignments and grades (e.g., 
https://www.infinitecampus.com/audience/parents-students). 
Researchers have also utilized text and mobile telephone 
communications to immediately identify and mitigate school 
absences (Cook et  al., 2017; Smythe-Leistico and Page, 2018) 
within a dimensional multi-tiered intervention framework.

Other direct screening approaches for school attendance 
problems focus on spreadsheets listing student demographics, 
attendance status, behavior, course performance, and 
interventions (Rumberger and Losen, 2017), brief pediatric 
consultations (Katz et  al., 2016), online self-report methods 
(Pflug and Schneider, 2016), and checklist methods for categories 
of absences mixed with level of absenteeism severity (Kearney, 
2008; Heyne et  al., 2019). A nimble response to a child’s 
absence from school would benefit from immediate knowledge 
of whether the absence was due to school exclusion such as 
suspension or alternative educational placement or home 
instruction, school-based threat such as bullying, parent-based 
school withdrawal, legitimate reason such as illness or poor 

weather, or a child-based anxiety, mood, or conduct problem 
(Ingul et al., 2019). Basic screening approaches have advantages 
for limiting the burden on school officials, though early warning 
systems that are too parsimonious may have limited validity 
(O’Cummings and Therriault, 2015; Sansone, 2019).

More nuanced early warning systems have thus been developed. 
Chu et  al. (2019) developed an online early detection system 
for school attendance problems, with a particular focus on 
teachers, administrative assistants, and school counselors as 
attendance monitors and trackers. The authors utilized a 
categorical cutoff of five absences (or 2.78% in a 180-day school 
year) that included dimensions of absenteeism severity ranging 
from full days missed to instances of tardiness to early departures 
from school. School attendance problems were assessed at the 
end of each of four marking periods throughout the academic 
year. Yearly absences were more closely associated with an 
accommodation plan and having a sibling with similar attendance 
problems. Instances of tardiness were more closely associated 
with higher grade level, divorced or separated parents, and 
having a sibling with similar attendance problems. Early departures 
were more closely associated with male gender, newness to a 
school, and having a sibling with similar attendance problems.

Several researchers have also recommended machine learning 
and related predictive modeling methods to study large SA/A-
based data sets to help inform such algorithms and early warning 
systems (do Nascimento et  al., 2018). Chung and Lee (2019), 
for example, utilized random forests in machine learning to 
predict student dropout among 165,715 Korean students. Key 
indicators included unauthorized absence, early leave, class absence, 
and lateness as well as various test scores and school experiences. 
School dropout was predicted mostly by several risk factors 
that included all forms of unauthorized school attendance problems. 
In addition, several protective factors were identified that included 
self-regulated activity, career development, club activity, and 
volunteer work. The authors recommended that homeroom 
teachers utilize such markers to mitigate risk and enhance 
protective factors via appropriate supports and interventions. 
Indeed, some have advocated for restructuring the role of the 
homeroom or first-period teacher to quickly identify an absent 
and transmit the information to a school attendance team member 
who immediately contacts parents (Lever et  al., 2004).

Sansone (2019) also advocated for machine learning 
approaches to provide algorithms for predicting school dropout 
among 21,440 ninth-grade students. Key predictors selected 
by the statistical methods used included age, lack of important 
math and science courses, grade point average, and whether 
a student had ever been suspended or expelled from school. 
Other more secondary predictors included lack of plan to later 
enroll in college, parent contacted by school about poor 
attendance, and parent belief that the child will at best attain 
high school only. The author recommended identifying at-risk 
students based on these variables to identify effective academic 
and vocational approaches as well as informing parents of a 
particular student’s risk level. The author concluded as well 
that early warning systems that are too parsimonious may 
lack reliability, and that identifying students at less risk for 
dropout may be  as useful as identifying those at high risk.
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More specific to school absenteeism, Kearney and colleagues 
(Kearney, 2018; Skedgell and Kearney, 2018; Fornander and 
Kearney, 2019a,b, submitted) conducted several studies utilizing 
ensemble and classification and regression tree (CART) analyses 
to identify demographic, academic, behavioral, and family 
factors that best differentiated school absenteeism at various 
severity levels. Skedgell and Kearney (2018) examined records 
from 316,004 students across elementary, middle, and high 
schools to identify academic and demographic variables that 
best predicted distinctions between <1 and 1+% absenteeism, 
<10 and 10+% absenteeism, and  <15 and 15+% absenteeism 
based on differentiations sometimes recommended in 
the literature.

Four predictors that best differentiated youth at <1 and 
1+% absenteeism severity levels included ethnicity (Hispanic, 
African American, Caucasian, biracial, American Indian, or 
Pacific Islander), grade point average (0.00–2.00), grade level 
(1, 2, 9, 10, 11, or 12), and Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP) eligibility. Three predictors that best differentiated youth 
at <10 and 10+% absenteeism severity levels included age 
(>15.5  years), ethnicity, and low grade point average. Four 
predictors that best differentiated youth at <15 and 15+% 
absenteeism severity levels included age (>16.5 years), ethnicity, 
low grade point average, and grade level (1, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 
or 12). Post hoc analyses were also conducted for developmental 
school levels. At the elementary school level, ethnicity and 
grades 1 and 2 were most predictive of all absenteeism severities. 
At the middle school level, ethnicity and IEP eligibility were 
most predictive of <1 and 1+% absenteeism, whereas ethnicity 
was most predictive of the other absenteeism severity levels. 
At the high school level, low GPA was most predictive of all 
absenteeism severity levels.

Fornander and Kearney (2019a,b, submitted) further used 
ensemble and CART analyses to examine predictors of 
various absenteeism severity levels (1+, 3+, 5+, 10+, 15+, 
20+, 30+, 40+%) in youth with school attendance problems 
referred for clinical services or to a truancy or family court. 
As with the demographic and academic variables described 
in the previous study, predictive risk factors tended to 
be more homogeneous at higher levels of absenteeism severity. 
These studies included analyses of family environment 
variables as well as internalizing symptoms of anxiety 
and depression.

With respect to family environment, higher levels of 
absenteeism (i.e., 15+%) were more closely related to lower 
achievement orientation, active-recreational orientation, cohesion, 
and expressiveness. Many findings were quite nuanced, however. 
For example, lower expressiveness was evident at less severe 
(3, 5%) and more severe (20, 30%) levels of absenteeism, though 
elevated expressiveness was predictive of 10+% absenteeism. 
In addition, family cohesion was not predictive at 1+ and 
3+% absenteeism but less cohesion was more predictive of 
higher levels of absenteeism. Elevated conflict was more predictive 
of 5+% absenteeism severity; whereas lower conflict was more 
predictive of 10+% absenteeism severity. In addition, less family 
control was more predictive of higher levels of absenteeism 
severity (20+, 30+%).

With respect to internalizing symptoms, one consistent item 
that distinguished levels of higher from lower absenteeism 
severity was a depression item related to lack of enjoyment. 
Predictive items at 1 and 3% absenteeism were less informative 
than items at higher absenteeism levels. For example, 
endorsement of less anxiety was more predictive of higher 
levels of absenteeism severity, a finding similar to Skedgell 
and Kearney (2016) who found that very high levels of 
absenteeism were generally marked by less anxiety. This could 
mean that extensive absence from school mitigates anxiety 
at the time of assessment.

The nascent development of valid early warning systems of 
SA/A (as well as continuous screening devices) has tremendous 
potential for informing more nimble responses on the part of 
school officials. This is especially critical now that schools are 
a primary site of mental health care for most youth (Green 
et  al., 2013; Lyon et  al., 2019). Screening devices with set 
algorithms or rules would allow for nearly simultaneous 
assessment and intervention, such as quicker use of informed 
clinical, referral, and other strategies to mitigate emerging 
school attendance problems. Such devices may also help school 
officials triage or narrow the focus of these nimble responses, 
such as toward child, parent, and peer microsystems (Lyon 
and Cotler, 2009; Kearney, 2019). The studies also reveal a 
fine line between parsimony and validity, however, meaning 
that researchers must thread the needle of identifying informative 
early warning systems that are acceptable and not burdensome 
to school-based professionals.

Clusters of variables are likely more useful for deriving an 
algorithm to inform an early warning system for school 
attendance problems, including for categories of absences, than 
singular factors such as child internalizing behavior. Indeed, 
researchers in child psychopathology increasingly use item 
response theory and signal detection approaches to identify 
multiple dimensional spectra of normal and abnormal functioning 
(White et  al., 2017; Wakschlag et  al., 2019). These approaches 
would be particularly useful for identifying cutoffs and criteria, 
transdiagnostic constructs, and multi-system responses (Nigg, 
2017) for school attendance problems most pertinent to a 
specific jurisdiction or culture. Such approaches could also 
help inform global policy review and dissemination and 
implementation practices for SA/A, discussed next.

GLOBAL POLICY REVIEW AND 
DISSEMINATION AND IMPLEMENTATION

One of the most significant challenges for researchers of SA/A 
has been effective dissemination and implementation of 
conceptualization, assessment, and intervention approaches into 
schools, physical and mental health agencies, and the corridors 
of policy makers. Reasons for this are myriad and may include 
lack of consensus among scholars, the complexity and 
heterogeneity of this population, disconnect between disciplines, 
school resistance, and substantial administrative, logistical, legal, 
and other restrictions uniquely faced by school officials (Kearney, 
2003; Graeff-Martins et  al., 2006; Keppens and Spruyt, 2017). 
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With respect to the latter, for example, many schools have 
been restricted by zero tolerance laws that mandate specific 
sanctions for absenteeism that may displace clinical and other 
approaches (Gage et al., 2013). Exclusionary discipline policies, 
reporting guidelines, legal definitions of truancy, and disincentives 
for early school response likely play a role in this process as 
well (Marchbanks et  al., 2015; Brouwer-Borghuis et  al., 2019). 
Of course, many jurisdictions and countries have no legal or 
other policy regarding school absenteeism whatsoever (UNESCO, 
2012). Furthermore, statewide truancy policies appear unrelated 
to chronic absenteeism levels and may actually be  pernicious 
in that diverse students are subjected to more restrictive policies 
(Conry and Richards, 2018). Such policies also institutionalize 
the concept of truancy and thus color approaches taken for 
the problem (Spruyt et  al., 2017).

Markussen and Sandberg (2011) noted that policy measures 
to address school absenteeism and dropout vary widely across 
countries, range from considerable to little impact, and are 
often affected more by economic shifts and labor markets. 
Still, the authors identified several policy measures across 
various countries that may have some impact on school 
absenteeism and dropout at system-wide levels, such as career 
guidance and counseling, income support for students, and 
vocational education and alternative educational programs. 
Markussen and Sandberg (2011) noted that these and other 
policy measures must be  based on a deep understanding of 
local conditions, including the unique attributes of those with 
school absenteeism and dropout, as well as on a common 
commitment to develop better theory for addressing these 
issues within the context of each country. Global policy review 
with respect to school absenteeism must therefore focus on 
pruning counterproductive measures in addition to disseminating 
and implementing theoretical models that can be  uniquely 
tailored to cross-cultural settings.

A multidimensional multi-tiered system of supports pyramid 
model of SA/A could be  one such vehicle for policy review 
and dissemination. The model is consistent with whole-school 
reform models of education and eschews policies and practices 
that focus on exclusionary discipline (and unlawful school 
exclusion), immediate referrals to legal and other outside 
agencies, tacit acceptance of low-performing students who 
leave school, inflexible curricula, and rigid standardized testing 
(Kearney, 2016). In addition, the model and associated 
algorithms can be  flexibly and practically tailored to 
idiosyncratic differences related to local norms, calendars, 
and educational practices. The model is designed to 
be  inclusive, simple, and easily adaptable to extant modes 
of service delivery in schools, which are key parameters of 
successful dissemination and implementation (Lyon and Bruns, 
2019). In addition, the multidimensional model may be  well 
positioned because it can dovetail with (1) already existing 
school-based multi-tier frameworks devoted to academic 
performance, school climate/positive school culture, social 
and emotional competencies, and career readiness and (2) 
functional behavioral assessment practices, both of which 
are already understood and utilized by many school officials 
(Freeman and Simonsen, 2015; Eklund et  al., 2019).

Lyon and colleagues (Cook et  al., 2019; Lyon et  al., 2019) 
iteratively adapted implementation strategies and recommendations 
from the healthcare sector to create a common nomenclature 
for such strategies that would be  relevant to the educational 
sector. A total of 75 unique implementation strategies were 
compiled into several larger conceptual categories, which could 
apply generally to programs designed to promote school attendance 
and/or curb absenteeism (Lyon and Cotler, 2009). A full explication 
of these categories is beyond the scope of this article, but 
especially pertinent categories are briefly summarized next vis-à-vis 
a multidimensional model of SA/A.

One set of adaptations, “use evaluative and iterative strategies,” 
referred in part to understanding the unique aspects of a given 
school context to identify potential barriers to implementation 
(and which school officials can best facilitate implementation), 
execute changes incrementally, establish clear goals and outcomes, 
develop monitoring systems with fidelity, obtain student and 
family feedback, and adjust practices as needed. Perhaps the 
most common school-based barriers to MTSS-based models 
include lack of daily and consistent use as well as poor linkage 
of data with action (Leonard et  al., 2019). A multidimensional 
multi-tiered system of supports pyramid model of SA/A can 
be, however, amenable to simple feedback mechanisms, reliance 
on data-based decision-making, incremental employment within 
each tier, multiple stakeholder involvement, and consultation 
practices that may erode such barriers (Forman and Crystal, 
2015; Scott et  al., 2019). In addition, many clinical procedures 
to address school absenteeism at Tier 2 can be  adaptively 
administered by school-based social workers, psychologists, and 
counselors (Kearney, 2018, 2019).

Other sets of adaptations, “provide interactive assistance” 
and “adapt and tailor to context,” referred in part to using a 
centralized system within a district to assist in implementation, 
pair school personnel together, identify ways a new practice 
can best be  adapted to a given school context, utilize experts 
to inform implementation efforts, and integrate educational 
and administrative data across schools. A key advantage of a 
multidimensional multi-tiered system of supports pyramid model 
of SA/A is that many schools already utilize MTSS or related 
tier-based principles as a centralized system and may thus 
be  more equipped and willing to absorb school attendance/
absenteeism into their frameworks. Use of student review boards, 
district-wide task forces, and similar existing mechanisms at 
the system level for truancy may be  helpful in this regard as 
well (Bye et  al., 2010). In addition, MTSS models of SA/A 
rely on attendance teams involving multiple school officials 
that can be  informed by research-based findings (e.g., early 
warning systems and tier demarcations) described in this review 
(Kearney, 2016). Others have also appealed for better sharing 
of attendance and graduation rates across schools in a given 
district to identify which contexts have been more successful 
with respect to school completion and how certain practices 
can be  extrapolated (DePaoli et  al., 2015).

Other sets of adaptations, “develop stakeholder interrelationships,” 
“support clinicians,” and “engage consumers” referred in part to 
developing partnerships internal and external to a school (e.g., 
university and school board) for training purposes, adding different 
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disciplines as needed, providing real-time data regarding student 
outcomes, constructing educational materials regarding new 
practices, engaging with families to become active participants, 
and utilizing media to reach large numbers of people. MTSS 
models commonly employ school-community/research partnerships 
involving varied professionals from mental health and youth-
serving systems (Weist et al., 2018). In addition, Chu et al. (2019) 
recommended the use of researcher-designed, publically available 
platforms for deriving real-time attendance and related data that 
could be available to districts nationally and internationally. Many 
schools are also moving toward more standardized data collection 
systems with respect to basic performance outcomes (e.g., 
attendance, office disciplinary referrals, and course grades) in 
conjunction with new federal mandates (Egalite et  al., 2017). As 
noted earlier, MTSS models also rely heavily on family and 
student engagement practices as well as educating parents about 
relevant school district policies regarding attendance and available 
resources (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Kearney, 2016).

Successful dissemination and implementation strategies for 
SA/A will likely have to include some level of absorption into 
what schools are already doing to address social, emotional, 
and behavioral competencies. Many/most schools already 
emphasize measurement, functional behavioral assessment, 
feasible multi-tiered approaches, and performance and student 
outcomes related to attendance, discipline, and academic 
progression (Lyon and Bruns, 2019). Schools are often motivated 
as well in an era of linked funding and mandates to improve 
attendance and graduation rates (DePaoli et  al., 2018). In 
addition, school-based professionals often coordinate efforts 
with mental health, medical, legal, social service, and other 
outside agencies to help implement wide-ranging approaches 
for SA/A (Kearney, 2016). Successful dissemination and 
implementation strategies for SA/A will also have to involve 
adaptation to future changes in education and technology, a 
topic discussed next.

ADAPTABILITY TO THE FUTURE OF 
EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY

One of the biggest challenges for educators, researchers, clinicians, 
and others who study and address SA/A will be  massive and 
rapid changes in education and technology over the next several 
decades. Any SA/A model will thus need to be  pliable enough 
to be  adapted not only to different cultures and countries but 
also to broad, systemic trends. This section discusses expected 
future trends in education and technology and then how a 
multidimensional, multi-tiered systems of support model for 
SA/A could be  adapted. For brevity purposes, we  group these 
trends into two broad categories: competency-based education 
and virtual learning (Kearney, 2016).

Competency-based education refers generally to mastery of 
academic and related material based on key benchmarks, and 
at a variable pace and timeline, rather than a strict focus on 
formal in-seat class time, examination scores, and credit accrual 
(Colby, 2017). Many schools in different countries have moved, 
or are moving toward, more holistic models of education that 

emphasize comprehension, innovation, conceptual connections, 
and critical thinking skills rather than simple recall and 
procedural steps (Jukes and Schaaf, 2019). In these authentic 
or ubiquitous learning environments, students are more apt 
to engage in project-, portfolio-, experiential-, and service-
based activities to solve real-world problems, conduct 
experiments, interpret findings and literature, and make 
recommendations and presentations rather than simply taking 
multiple-choice tests, for example (Virtanen et al., 2018). Many 
such environments also emphasize personalized, customized 
learning and curricula, including core social and behavioral 
competencies, for preparing individualized adult and career 
readiness plans (Ekstrand, 2015; Taylor et  al., 2017).

Virtual learning generally refers to online programming to 
deliver academic coursework and content (Brinson, 2015). 
Virtual learning environments are increasingly common at high 
school and postsecondary levels of education, but all future 
learning environments are expected to have at least some virtual 
component over the next several decades (Miron and Gulosino, 
2016). Virtual learning environments can range in scope from 
adjunctive to hybrid to immersive in nature. An adjunctive 
scope may involve the introduction of greater technology into 
traditional classroom settings (e.g., game-based student-teacher 
interactions via tablets or smartphones; a hybrid or blended 
scope may combine online learning with direct (in-person) 
instructor contact; an immersive scope may involve a wholly 
digital network rather than a physical space that includes 
students from many different locations) (Hainey et  al., 2016; 
Boelens et  al., 2017; Xie et  al., 2019). Virtual learning 
environments, particularly immersive ones, can also vary with 
respect to time of individual and group work and perhaps 
be modified more quickly via learning analytics than traditional 
classrooms (Williamson, 2017).

Future trends in education and technology have serious 
ramifications for contemporary SA/A models. Researchers’ 
traditional focus on outcomes such as percentage time missed 
from school as well as on concepts such as truancy or reluctance 
to attend school will need to be  reconfigured in light of 
increasingly decentralized approaches to learning. In related 
fashion, researchers and others will likely need to reconsider 
traditional grade-level systems and academic calendars as schools 
increasingly modify the pace at which individual students learn, 
accrue credits (if relevant), and graduate.

A multidimensional multi-tiered system of supports model 
may be adaptable to these changes in education and technology. 
Indeed, various Tier 3 approaches for students largely 
disconnected or disengaged from school often focus on virtual, 
hybrid, project-based, and credit recovery and personalized 
learning approaches to provide alternative or blended pathways 
to adult and career readiness. In addition, many dimensional 
constructs associated with SA/A can dovetail with more 
dimensional aspects of the educational experience, including 
those linked to competencies, progression, completion, skill, 
and readiness for career paths. Finally, the model posed in 
this review is atheoretical, independent of academic timeline, 
and dexterous and malleable enough to accommodate rapid 
growth and immediate level change. Perhaps most importantly, 
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the model emphasizes the promotion of school attendance 
and education in some form, an ever-present goal for all in 
this field.

CONCLUSION

School attendance and school absenteeism remain important 
avenues of focus for many different professionals across education, 
mental health, public policy, and myriad other areas. As noted 
in Part 1 of this two-part review, though meant to be 
comprehensive, this article focused on the primary methods 
of differentiating school attendance problems. Many nuanced 
distinctions based on multilevel and other statistical modeling 
should be  noted, and many special circumstances such as 
intense school violence, extreme poverty, and geopolitical factors 
likely override the distinctions mentioned here. However, the 
main goal was to provide a heuristic model to help spur the 
field toward reconciliation, common language, and advancement 
while considering important aspects of prevention and 
intervention, particularly within schools.

Also as noted in Part 1 of this two-part review, we  offer 
deep appreciation to all those who have dedicated their time 
and careers to helping youth succeed in school and move to 
a more productive and healthy adulthood. The frameworks 
presented in this review are designed as looking glasses both 
into the past and future of SA/A and thus represent only a 
snapshot of the present state of affairs in this rapidly changing 
field. We  look forward to learning about new and innovative 
developments in this field and hope that the ideas posed here 
offer some assistance.
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In order to use attendance monitoring within an integrative strategy for preventing,
assessing and addressing cases of youth with school absenteeism, we need to
know whether the attendance data collected by schools cover all students with
(emerging) school attendance problems (SAPs). The current article addresses this
issue by comparing administrative attendance data collected by schools with self-
reported attendance data from the same group of students (age 15–16) in Flanders,
the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium (N = 4344). We seek to answer the following
question: does an estimation of unauthorized absenteeism based on attendance
data as collected by schools through electronic registration differ from self-reported
unauthorized absenteeism and, if so, are the differences between administrative and
self-reported unauthorized absenteeism systematic? Our results revealed a weak
association between self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism and registered
unauthorized school absenteeism. Boys, students in technical and vocational tracks
and students who speak a foreign language at home, with a less-educated mother
and who receive a school allowance, received more registered unauthorized absences
than they reported themselves. In addition, pupils with school refusal and who were
often authorized absent from school received more registered unauthorized absences
compared to their self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism. In the discussion, we
elaborate on the implications of our findings.

Keywords: school attendance problems, early identification, truancy, school refusal, school withdrawal,
attendance data

INTRODUCTION

School absenteeism is a serious problem among youth. Youth with school attendance problems
(SAPs) report lower academic efficacy, poorer academic performances, more anxiety, more
symptoms of depression and less self-esteem (Kearney, 2008; Reid, 2014). In addition, school
absenteeism is often embedded in a broader pattern of social deviant behavior: youth with
attendance problems have an increased risk of stealing, getting involved in vandalism and are more
likely to partake in behaviors at the risk of their health (e.g., smoking, substance use; Maynard
et al., 2012; Reid, 2014). These specific problems may in turn reinforce long-term SAP and give rise
to a vicious circle eventually increasing the risk of early school leaving and later unemployment

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 December 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 2623113

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02623
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02623
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02623&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-12-03
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02623/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/738901/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/672201/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/651454/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02623 November 29, 2019 Time: 18:26 # 2

Keppens et al. Early Identification for School Absenteeism

(Archambault et al., 2009; Rumberger, 2011; Cabus and De Witte,
2015). Hence, early identification of youths with relatively new
absentee problems is paramount to prevent more severe and
enduring SAPs (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Ingul et al., 2019).

In order to optimize identification of youth with (relatively
new) absentee problems, many countries invest in attendance
monitoring through centralized student management systems.
Daily monitoring of students’ attendance is used to ensure
fast detection and to enable schools to adopt strategies to
intervene when youth have emerging SAPs. More recently, it has
been emphasized that in order to maximize early identification
of attendance problems, schools need to make better use of
their data by also analyzing their collected attendance data
(Reid, 2014; Kearney, 2016; Chu et al., 2019). Reid (2014), for
example, stresses that an analysis of school attendance data
enables schools to identify the causes and school-specific issues of
absenteeism. Attendance data can be produced weekly, monthly
or yearly and can indicate trends between classes and types of
attendance (e.g., seasonal attendance, luxury absenteeism). By
using this information, schools can optimize early interventions
and create tailor-made strategies. Similarly, Chu et al. (2019)
assert that actively analyzing attendance data enables schools to
provide attendance feedback to key stakeholders such as students,
parents, and counselors. Accordingly, they can use this data
to create individualized intervention plans for students or use
the data as part of comprehensive school interventions. The
extent to which schools maximize the potential of attendance
data, however, depends on certain preconditions. This obviously
includes the degree of data literacy of the school actors
involved (Mandinach, 2012), but also a good understanding of
the collected data. Understanding the nature of absenteeism
at a school is a crucial first step to appoint more targeted,
individualized interventions. To ensure that this process runs
efficiently, however, it is important to assess whether certain
groups of students are more or less likely to be present in
these registration data, compared to information they report
themselves. Indeed, in order to apply attendance monitoring
within an integrative strategy for preventing, assessing and
addressing cases of youth with school absenteeism (cf. Kearney,
2016), we need to know whether the attendance data collected by
schools covers all students with (emerging) SAPs.

This article contributes to the aforementioned literature by
comparing administrative attendance data collected by schools
with self-reported attendance data from the same group of
students in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium
(N = 4344). As far as we know, this study is novel in investigating
this relationship. The key questions concern whether an
estimation of unauthorized absenteeism based on attendance
data as collected by schools through electronic registration
differs from self-reported unauthorized absenteeism. And if so,
whether any differences between administrative and self-reported
unauthorized absenteeism are systematic? In other words,
are there specific groups of students who are systematically
under or overrepresented according to the chosen measurement
technique? The latter would indicate that certain types of
(emerging) SAPs are more or less prevalent in administrative
attendance data when compared to self-reported data.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF
ADMINISTRATIVE AND SELF-REPORT
ATTENDANCE DATA

School absenteeism is generally measured by means of one
out of three different types of data collection strategies:
surveys, registration data from school administration or through
secondary sources (parents, peers). In this study we focus
on self-reported school absenteeism and administrative school
attendance data. This section briefly reviews the strengths
and limitations of both measurement techniques. Rather than
providing a general overview of the strengths and limitations of
the data types, we primarily aim to inventory reasons to expect
that attendance data as collected by schools (will not) cover
all students with (emerging) SAPs. This focus on registration
data is justified by the fact if schools aim to include data in
their school policies, they are most likely to rely on registration
data. Furthermore, we want to know which specific groups of
students are more or less likely to be present according to the
measurement technique.

Administrative Data on School
Attendance
Analyses on administrative data of school attendance rely
on absences that are recorded by the school staff. In most
countries, teachers register school attendance for all students
per lesson or per (half) school day. Attendance is monitored
by administrative assistants who define whether an absence
is (un)authorized and notify school counselors when students
exceed a certain threshold of unauthorized absences. Obviously,
only those absences that are effectively detected by the school
(and defined as unauthorized) are included in administrative
data. One strength of administrative data is that they are collected
for all students. This implies, for example, that unlike self-
reported survey data (see next section), administrative data
on school attendance also contains information on groups of
students who represent only a very small percentage of the
total student population (i.e., students with a specific ethnic
background or special needs). Nevertheless, administrative data
suffer from at least two limitations.

First, in certain situations, a registered unauthorized absence
has little to do with a young person not going to school while
having the opportunity to do so. This concerns, for example,
absences due to illness which are not justified through a doctor’s
note and/or parental consent for the absence. In particular, the
latter might apply to children living in low income households
due to the financial costs of medical consultation. In such cases,
administrative school attendance data are likely to overestimate
the level of unauthorized absences from school in a non-
random way.

Secondly, there are also indications that official statistics
underestimate the amount of absenteeism which is taking
place in schools because certain categories of absenteeism
remain undetected or are falsely reported as authorized. The
first category concerns pre-planned school absenteeism during
specific lessons or with specific teachers for which the risk of
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getting caught is known to be limited. In this context, Reid
(1999) distinguishes between specific lessons absenteeism and
post-registration truancy. Specific lesson absenteeism refers to
the chronic skipping of a specific subject area due to content or
the instructor. According to Reid (1999), specific lesson absences
originate from a negative student-teacher relationship or dislike
of the subject. Keppens and Spruyt (2016, 2017a) argue that
it may also be due to an estimated low probability of getting
caught whereby some students take advantage of teachers who are
sloppier in the registration of absences. Post-registration truancy
refers to truancy that occurs after students are registered as
being present at school (O’Keefe, 1993; Reid, 1999; Keppens and
Spruyt, 2016). Hence, post-registration truancy can be considered
a specific type of pre-planned specific lesson absence.

A second category of a type of school absenteeism that is more
likely to be registered as an authorized absence from school is
due to parental consent for the absence. In the first place, this
concerns school withdrawal, defined by Heyne et al. (2019, p. 23)
as an absence which is (a) not concealed from the parent(s) and
(b) attributable to active parental effort to keep the young person
at home, or little or no parental effort to get the young person to
school. Absenteeism with parents’ knowledge but not consent is
called school refusal. The latter refers to a refusal to attend school
(a) in conjunction with emotional distress, (b) with parents’
knowledge, (c) without display of antisocial behavior or (d) when
parents have made reasonable efforts or express their intention to
secure attendance at school (Heyne et al., 2019, pp. 22–23).

Self-Reported Attendance Data
In the literature, school absenteeism is most often measured
through self-reported data (Maynard et al., 2012; Havik et al.,
2015; Keppens and Spruyt, 2016), irrespective of whether it
is combined with reports from the parents (Kearney and
Silverman, 1993; Kearney, 2002). In these studies, young people
themselves indicate whether or not they missed school. One
of the main strengths of the self-report method is the capacity
to investigate the etiology of school absenteeism by means of
collecting comprehensive information on individual, familial,
school and societal characteristics and influences. The self-
report method allows differentiation between different types
(e.g., truancy, school refusal, specific lesson absence, school
withdrawal), and reasons for (the maintenance of) SAPs
(Kearney, 2007; Keppens and Spruyt, 2016; Heyne et al., 2019).
This enables one to grasp certain types of school absenteeism
(e.g., pre-planned truancy, school refusal) which are difficult
to detect in registration data. Hence, one could argue that
the measurement of school absenteeism through the self-report
method complements administrative school attendance data.
However, authors also indicate that self-reported measures of
school absenteeism are plagued with a number of problems,
resulting in under- or over-reporting.

First, measuring unauthorized school absenteeism through
the self-report method may introduce problems because the aim
is to gauge behavior that is deviant or delinquent. For example,
truancy, defined by Heyne et al. (2019, p. 23) as an absence
which occurs (a) when a young person is absent from school for
an entire day or part of the day, or at school but absent from

the proper location, (b) without the permission of the school
authorities and (c) when the young person tries to conceal the
absence from their parents, is considered a status offense (Zhang
et al., 2007). Hence, respondents are more likely to conceal or fail
to recall their truancy out of fear of the consequences, resulting
in an underestimation of the actual truancy rate. In this context,
research suggests that this underestimation is structurally higher
among ethnic minority youth (Kirk, 2006; van Batenburg-
Eddes et al., 2012). For example, a Dutch study investigating
the discrepancy between self-reported juvenile delinquency and
official police statistics found that, in particular, Moroccan youth
are less inclined to admit delinquent behavior. The study also
showed that this is due to (a) discrimination by the police and
(b) a higher level of suspicion toward the authorities due to
higher feelings of stigmatization (van Batenburg-Eddes et al.,
2012). The same reasoning may apply to the self-reporting
of unauthorized absenteeism, and particularly truancy. Zhang
(2003), for example, problematizes the subjectivity in authorizing
absences since the attendance regulations stipulate that it is up to
the school staff to decide which absence should be authorized. In
these circumstances, it is plausible that certain students (whose
school absenteeism is accompanied by other school misbehavior)
or certain types of absences (truancy) are more easily registered
as unauthorized than others. Skiba et al. (2011), for example,
show that ethnic minorities in the United States are more
likely to be referred for truancy as compared to their white
peers (African American youths in grade 6 to 9 are 4.40 times
more likely to be referred for truancy than their white peers;
Hispanic/Latino youth in grade 6 to grade 9 are 2.44 times
more likely to be referred for truancy than their white peers).
Skiba et al. (2011) also demonstrated that ethnic minorities
are more likely than their white peers to receive expulsion or
out of school suspension as a consequence of referred truancy.
Hence, ethnic minorities might (compared to their peers without
a migration background) be overrepresented in administrative
data on absenteeism because of discrimination by the school
staff. However, at the same time, ethnic minorities might also
be underrepresented in the self-reported school absenteeism data
due to feelings of suspicion toward the school authorities when
filling in self-reported questionnaires on deviant behavior.

A second limitation of the self-report technique is that
it relies on students’ recollections of their absenteeism and
this might undermine the reliability of the data. This applies
in particular to self-report measures that rely on longer
time frames. The longer this period, the greater the chance
that the self-reported absenteeism will deviate from the real
absenteeism rate (Stone et al., 2000; Kirk, 2006). However, it
should also be noted that self-reported measures that use a
shorter reference period to measure absenteeism (for example,
2 weeks) may lead to an underestimation of school absenteeism.
When the reference period is short, there will likely be an
underreporting of students who are only absent a few times a year
(Keppens and Spruyt, 2017b).

The Current Study
The preceding arguments suggest that self-reported data and
administrative data on school absenteeism are each associated
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with some advantages and disadvantages due to their specificity.
The added value of self-reported data on school absenteeism is
that it enables stakeholders to assess absenteeism in more detail.
Certain types of absences that remain invisible in administrative
data on absenteeism are more likely to be grasped with the
self-report technique. In this way, self-reported data on school
absenteeism provide an indication of the extent to which
administrative data on absenteeism cover all students with
(emerging) SAPs. Against this background, this paper is the first
study that compares self-reported data on school absenteeism
with administrative data of unauthorized absences among (the
same group of) students from the fourth year of secondary
education in Flanders. More specifically, we investigate: (1) the
extent to which self-reported data on school absenteeism and
administrative data of unauthorized absences gauge the same
behavior, and (2) the extent to which possible discrepancies are
related to the type of school absenteeism (e.g., truancy, school
refusal, school withdrawal, pre-planned truancy and authorized
school absenteeism) and students’ characteristics (in particular,
ethnicity and SES).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design
To answer our research questions, we merged self-reported data
on school absenteeism from the longitudinal LiSO (Educational
Trajectories in Secondary Education) project with data from
the administrative database on absences from the Flemish
Ministry of Education and Training (named DISCIMUS in the
remainder of this paper).

The LiSO project follows a cohort of 6457 students in 57
schools who started secondary education in the school year 2013–
2014 (Stevens et al., 2015). A regional sampling strategy was
used whereby nearly all students in the targeted cohort who
attended school in the target geographic region were included
in the study (Dockx et al., 2019). For the present study, data
were used from wave 4 (T4) which was gathered at the end of
the fourth year (May 2017) of secondary education (age 15–16).
T4 is the only wave that included items gauging self-reported
school absenteeism. The total sample of students in T4 consisted
of 6545 students in 53 schools. Within this sample, 4344 students
completed the questionnaire in a valid way resulting in a total
response rate of 66.69%.

Registration data on absences among all students in primary
and secondary education are collected by the Flemish Agency for
Educational services (AGODI). In Flanders, school attendance is
registered twice a day. There are many reasons why a student
is absent from school. Absences due to illness (and authorized
by a doctor or through a parental note)1, a funeral of a relative

1For an absence up to three consecutive calendar days, a note from the parents is
sufficient. A medical certificate from the doctor is required in the following cases:
(1) if the student is ill for four or more consecutive calendar days (e.g., Friday,
Saturday, Sunday and Monday = medical certificate; (2) for every absence due to
illness, no matter how short, if the student was already absent four times in the
same school year legitimized through a parental note; and (3) if the student is ill
during exam periods.

or religious holidays are authorized. When a student has no
justified reason for his/her absence (i.e., has an unauthorized
absence from school), s/he receives, per half school day, a so-
called “B-code”. Schools automatically exchange these registered
absences (all absences including unauthorized absences) within
a centralized database (DISCIMUS). This enables the Flemish
Ministry of Education and Training to link the collected data to
other student characteristics. At any time, schools can request the
absences they have registered. As a result, the registration data on
school absenteeism in Flanders is not only used to intervene at the
level of the students2, but also to gain insight into the distribution
of all absences across different classes and school years. In general,
Flanders can be considered as one of the forerunners in Europe
when it comes to the accurate and systematic collection of data
on school absenteeism among students who follow compulsory
education (European Commission, 2013).

In DISCIMUS, each student has a unique identification
number. In this paper, we used this unique identification
number to merge data from the DISCIMUS database with data
from the LiSO database. Only registrations of unauthorized
absences that occurred before filling in the LiSO questionnaire
were considered.

Because this study involved students in Flemish secondary
education and was an initiative of the Flemish government,
approval was required of the Belgian Commissie voor de
bescherming van de persoonlijke levenssfeer (Commission for the
protection of the personal privacy). The Commission approved
the data collection of the LiSO-project. Parents and students
have been informed yearly, with a personal letter and the
schoolreglement (school charter). A schoolreglement in Flanders
is a document that contains the specific regulations of the school
and its pedagogical project. It needs to be signed by the parents
and the student to declare that they agree with the regulations and
pedagogical project of the school. By signing this document, they
also agree to participate with the LiSO-project and other studies
that the school had chosen to participate in.

However, even after signing to agree with the school charter,
parents and students can still choose to opt out of a study.
This procedure was also approved by the Commissie voor de
bescherming van de persoonlijke levenssfeer. The linking of the
data of the LiSO-project and DISCIMUS poses no specific
issues, for the Commissie voor de bescherming van de persoonlijke
levenssfeer approved that the data can be linked to other
datasets. Furthermore, parents and students were informed in
the personal letter and the school charter that such linking of
data would occur.

Questionnaire Data
Self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism was measured
through the following question: “How many times did you
skip school without a valid reason in the current school year?”
Students who reported to have skipped school at least once were
asked about whether their parents knew about the absence and

2In Flanders, schools screen the nature of each half school day of unauthorized
absence from school. When this absence is regarded as high-risk or when
students receive at least 5 B-codes, school counselors start up a more
individualized approach.
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if so whether they approved the absence. These characteristics
allowed us to differentiate between three types of SAP: truancy,
school refusal and school withdrawal (Heyne et al., 2019). In this
study, and following Heyne et al. (2019), unauthorized absences
that are concealed from the parents were labeled as truancy.
Unauthorized absences that occurred with knowledge of parents,
but without consent were labeled as school refusal. Unauthorized
absences that occurred with approval of the parents were labeled
as school withdrawal. In addition, information was gathered on
pre-planned truancy and self-reported authorized absenteeism.
Pre-planned truancy was measured by asking students who
reported to have skipped at least once whether their unauthorized
absences were discovered by the school staff. Self-reported
authorized absenteeism was measured by asking: “How often
were you absent from school for a valid reason this school year
due to family or personal reasons (e.g., death of a friend or family
member) or illness (I had a valid note from my parents or the
doctor)”. Respondents answered on a Likert-scale ranging from 1
(never) to 5 (more than 10 times).

Administrative Data
Registered unauthorized absences are measured through the
number of “B-codes” in the DISCIMUS dataset. A student
receives a B-code for each half school day of unauthorized
absence. In other words, a student who had an unauthorized
absence for a whole school day receives 2 B-codes. The school
year 2016–2017 in fulltime secondary education counted 316 half
school days, which equals the maximum number of B-codes a
student can receive for that school year. The rate of B-codes
among the students in our sample ranged from 0 to 101
(M = 2.41, SD = 6.75). To compare the registered and self-
reported unauthorized absences, the following procedure was
used. First, every day on which a student was absent for the whole
school day (i.e., for which s/he received 2 B-codes) was recoded
to 1. Since the self-reported measure of unauthorized absenteeism
asks respondents to report how many times they skipped school,
students who were absent for a whole school day will likely report
this as one time. Next, we recoded the number of B-codes to
match the categories used in the self-report measure: none, once,
2 times, 3 times, 4 times, 5 times, 6 times, 7 times, 8 times, 9 times,
10 to 15 times, 15 to 20 times, or more than 20 times. In addition,
information on the characteristics of the students were obtained,
including gender, ethnicity (speaks foreign language at home),
age, educational track (general/arts or technical/vocational) and
SES. The latter is measured through the educational level of the
mother and whether the student receives an education allowance.

Statistical Analyses
In this study we conducted Poisson multilevel regression analyses
(with STATA 14) with the prevalence of registered unauthorized
school absences as dependent variable to assess the relationship
between self-reported and registered unauthorized school
absenteeism. A Poisson model is the most suitable technique
since our measures of unauthorized school absenteeism are count
variables that are bounded by zero (one cannot be absent from
school less than 0 times) and not normally distributed (Cameron
and Trivedi, 2013). The multilevel structure enabled us to control

for differences between schools (e.g., whether schools are more
or less strict in their registration and detection of unauthorized
absences). The first model included the sociodemographic
variables gender, ethnicity, age, educational level and SES that
are known to relate to school absenteeism (Kearney, 2008; Reid,
2014). In the second model we added the prevalence of self-
reported unauthorized school absenteeism. This allowed us to
assess whether the administrative data under or overestimated
the degree of unauthorized school absenteeism of particular
social groups, compared to the self-report data. The latter
would be the case when some of the sociodemographic variables
remained significant after taking into account the self-reported
absences. Model 2a examines these associations for our total
sample (N = 4344). Model 2b examines these associations only
for those students who reported to have an unauthorized absence
from school at least once (N = 777). This subsample included
students who had valid answers on the self-reported question on
unauthorized school absenteeism and all subsequent measures
concerning the type of SAPs. In the third model, we analyzed
whether the administrative data under or overestimated (when
compared to the self-report data) the degree of unauthorized
school absenteeism of certain types of school absenteeism by
adding the typology of SAPs, pre-planned truancy and authorized
school absenteeism.

Non-response
For the non-response analysis, students who did not (adequately)
complete the questionnaire were compared with students who
did. Students who did not complete the questionnaire could
not because they were absent when their classmates filled
in the questionnaires. Some schools were also less motivated
to give students sufficient time to properly fill out the
questionnaire. Students who failed to complete the questionnaire
had statistically more unauthorized absences from school than
students who completed a questionnaire, respectively, 13.51 to
2.62 [F(1) = 737.58, p < 0.001].

RESULTS

Tables 1, 2 present the characteristics of the study population
based upon, respectively, the questionnaire data and the
administrative data: 50.4% of the participants were boys,
10.5% spoke a foreign language at home, 18.1% had a less
educated mother (not finished secondary education), 23.4%
received a school allowance and 50.5% was enrolled in
technical or vocational education. The prevalence of registered
unauthorized school absenteeism was higher (39.1%) than
the prevalence of self-reported school absenteeism (19.2%).
Among the group of students who reported to have at least
once been unauthorized absent from school, 49.4% could be
categorized as truancy, 17.4% as school refusal and 33.2%
as school withdrawal. Additionally, 57.8% of the students
reported that their unauthorized school absenteeism was
never discovered.

Table 3 shows the correlation between self-reported and
registered unauthorized school absenteeism and helps to answer
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TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics based upon questionnaire data.

Percent N

Self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism 4344

Never 80.8

1 time 9.0

2 times 2.9

3 times 2.3

4 times 1.6

5 times 0.8

6 times 0.7

7 times 0.2

8 times 0.3

9 times 0.2

10 to 15 times 0.6

15 to 20 times 0.3

>20 times 0.3

Type of school attendence problem (SAP) 777

Truancy 49.4

School refusal 17.4

School withdrawal 33.2

Has it ever been discovered that you skipped school? 777

Never 57.8

Once 28.8

Several times 8.5

Often 2.2

Always 2.7

Self-reported authorized school absenteeism due to
family or personal reasons (e.g., death of a family
member or a friend)

4344

Never 3.4

Once 21.0

2 to 5 times 42.9

5 to 10 times 19.3

>10 times 13.4

our first research question. We observed a weak but significant
positive correlation (rs = 0.23, p < 0.001). The strength of
this correlation increased when it was re-estimated among the
subsample of students who reported to have an unauthorized
absence from school at least once (rs = 0.40, p < 0.001). The
same observation applies for the group of students who reported
to have at least one unauthorized absence from school and who
have been registered with at least 1 B-code (rs = 0.44, p < 0.001).
This indicates that the rather weak association between self-
reported and registered unauthorized school absenteeism is
mainly due to students who have been registered with at least
one B-code but do not report to have skipped school. When
we omitted this group of students, we found a medium-strong
association between self-reported and registered unauthorized
school absenteeism.

Multivariate analyses enabled us to answer our second
research question: whether the observed discrepancies between
registration and self-reported data are related to the type of
school absenteeism or the student’s characteristics (Table 4).
Model 1 confirms earlier research showing that unauthorized

TABLE 2 | Sample characteristics based upon administrative data.

Percent N

Registered unauthorized school
absenteeism

4344

Never 61.9

1 time 14.8

2 times 7.6

3 times 3.9

4 times 2.4

5 times 1.9

6 times 1.3

7 times 1.3

8 times 0.8

9 times 0.6

10 to 15 times 1.7

15 to 20 times 0.9

>20 times 0.9

Gender, boy 50.4 4344

Age 4344

14 0.5

15 41.5

16 45.7

17 10.4

≥18 1.9

Ethnicity, foreign language at home 10.5 4344

Educational level of mother, did not obtain
diploma secondary education

18.1 4344

School allowance, receives school allowance 23.4 4344

Educational track, technical+vocational 50.5 4344

TABLE 3 | Spearman correlation coefficients between self-reported and registered
unauthorized school absenteeism.

All students 0.23∗∗∗

Students who reported to have been at least once
unauthorized absent from school

0.40∗∗∗

Students with at least 1 B-code 0.23∗∗∗

Students who reported to have been at least once
unauthorized absent from school and with at least 1 B-code

0.44∗∗∗

∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

school absenteeism is more prevalent among boys, students
in technical and vocational tracks and students who speak
a foreign language at home and with a low SES (Kearney,
2008; Reid, 2014). Model 2 shows significant associations
between all of our inserted student characteristics and registered
unauthorized school absenteeism after controlling for self-
reported unauthorized school absenteeism. In other words,
boys, students in the technical and vocational tracks and
students who speak a foreign language at home, with a
low-educated mother and who received a school allowance
received more B-codes than they reported themselves. The
same applied for older students. For model 2b, only students
who reported to have an unauthorized absence from school
at least once were selected (N = 777). We observed no
large discrepancies between model 2a and 2b, except for
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TABLE 4 | Results of Poisson multilevel analyses on the association between registered unauthorized school absenteeism, self-reported unauthorized school
absenteeism, student’s characteristics and the type of school absenteeism.

Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 3

B SE B SE B SE B SE

Intercept −5.00∗∗∗ (0.27) −4.39∗∗∗ (0.27) −4.38∗∗∗ (0.51) −4.14∗∗∗ (0.53)

Gender (0: girl) 0.14∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.08∗ (0.03) −0.17∗∗ (0.05) −0.17∗∗ (0.06)

Ethnicity (0: speaks no foreign language at home) 0.28∗∗∗ (0.04) 0.35∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.11(∗) (0.07) 0.15∗ (0.07)

Educational level of the mother (0: no secondary education) 0.21∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.14∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.27∗∗∗ (0.06) 0.09 (0.06)

School allowance (0: receives no school allowance) 0.28∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.30∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.13(∗) (0.05) 0.26∗∗∗ (0.05)

Educational track (0: general/art) 0.73∗∗∗ (0.05) 0.65∗∗∗ (0.05) 0.61∗∗∗ (0.09) 0.54∗∗∗ (0.09)

Age 0.27∗∗∗ (0.02) 0.23∗∗∗ (0.02) 0.26∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.25∗∗∗ (0.03)

Self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism 0.16∗∗∗ (0.01) 0.15∗∗∗ (0.01) 0.12∗∗∗ (0.01)

SAP type (0: truancy)

School refusal 0.22∗∗∗ (0.07)

School withdrawal 0.01 (0.06)

Discovered unauthorized school absences −0.06∗∗ (0.02)

Authorized school absenteeism 0.05∗∗∗ (0.01)

N students 4344 4344 777 777

N schools 54 54 54 54

Model deviance 15031.94∗∗∗ 14025.63∗∗∗ 3337.98∗∗∗ 3285.37∗∗∗

The estimated Poisson regression coefficients (B) are presented with standard errors (SE) and Model Deviance, with significance level of the Chi–squared test comparing
it to the deviance of the previous model (except model 2b); Model 1 is compared to the null-model. (∗)p ≤ 0.10; ∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

gender3. Model 3 indicates that, in particular, students with
school refusal received more B-codes compared to their self-
reported rate of unauthorized school absenteeism. The same
applied for authorized school absenteeism. Students who
(often) had authorized absences from school received more
B-codes compared to their self-reported unauthorized school
absenteeism. Finally, we found that students who pre-planned
their school absenteeism and reported that their absenteeism
had never been discovered received less B-codes when compared
to the rate of unauthorized school absenteeism that they
reported themselves.

DISCUSSION

Early identification and intervention of SAPs is crucial to
restoring regular school attendance and limiting the long-term
impact of these SAPs on students’ educational trajectories. In
the literature, much attention has been devoted to so-called
Response to Intervention frameworks (RtI), sometimes also
referred to as Multi-tiered Systems of Support frameworks
(MTTS) (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Kearney, 2016; Chu et al.,
2019; Heyne, 2019; Ingul et al., 2019). RtI refers to a systematic

3Among the subsample of students who reported to have an unauthorized absence
from school at least once, in particular, girls seem to have more B-codes compared
to what they reported themselves. Subsequent analyses showed an interaction-
effect between gender and self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism (results
available on request). When the rate of self-reported unauthorized school
absenteeism increases, the relationship between self-reported and registered
unauthorized school absenteeism is stronger for girls than for boys. A possible
explanation is that among students with more severe SAPs, boys are less likely to
admit their “deviant” behavior.

and hierarchical decision-making process to assign evidence-
based strategies based on students’ needs and in accordance
with regular progress monitoring. A RtI framework applied to
school attendance promotes regular attendance for all students
at TIER 1, targeted interventions for at-risk students at TIER 2,
and intense and individualized interventions for students with
regular absenteeism at TIER 3 (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014;
Kearney, 2016). In order to work successfully, the RtI framework
relies strongly on a valid and reliable identification and detection
system. Only when a new absentee problem is identified, early
intervention can be initiated in order to prevent absenteeism
becoming more severe and chronic. In the present study, we
built on this perspective by assessing the systematic (mis)match
between absenteeism as registered by schools compared to self-
reports. Based on unique survey data among 4344 students
(aged 15–16) that could be linked to administrative data we
found a weak correlation between measures of unexcused school
absenteeism. Moreover, the mismatch between registration
and self-report data was systematic with boys, students in
technical and vocational tracks and students who speak a
foreign language at home, with a less-educated mother and
who receive a school allowance having consistently higher rates
of registered unauthorized absenteeism compared to what they
reported themselves. In addition, pupils with school refusal and
who were often authorized absent from school received more
registered unauthorized absences compared to their self-reported
unauthorized school absenteeism. What implications do these
two key findings have?

First, regarding the weak association between self-reported
unauthorized school absenteeism and registered unauthorized
school absenteeism, the rate of registered unauthorized school
absenteeism was approximately twice as large compared to the
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rate of self-reported school absenteeism. Several mechanisms
may help to explain this discrepancy. Some students pre-
plan their truancy and do everything to avoid being caught
(Keppens and Spruyt, 2017a). Other students might be more
suspicious when they report their unauthorized absences and
consequently provide fewer valid responses in a questionnaire. In
other cases, the observed discrepancy may be due to biased school
staff when deciding whether or not an absence is authorized or
due to parents who legitimize the (unauthorized) absences of
their children. At the same time, our findings also suggest that in
order to optimize the validity and reliability of school attendance
identification systems, schools need to actively analyze their
attendance data. Indeed, this paper shows that to maximize
the potential of attendance data and to ensure that students
do not fall between the cracks of the registration system, the
mere collecting and monitoring of attendance data is insufficient.
Schools also need to analyze their collected data. Only by
analyzing the data, trends between types of students and types of
attendances can be identified. It is therefore surprising to find that
the question “how to use attendance data at a school level, within
a multitier framework” remains a largely unanswered question
in the extant literature. Given the large number of youth with
absences [11% of adolescents in the United States between the
ages of 12–17 reported skipping school in the past 30 days and
17.82% of the 15-year-old students in the EU reported skipped
school in the past 2 weeks (Maynard et al., 2017; Keppens
and Spruyt, 2018)], the use of technology to enhance early
identification is indispensable. Failing to answer the question
how attendance data can be used at schools within a multitier
framework may lead to an accountability culture in which the
registration of absenteeism becomes and end in itself rather than
a starting point to critically reflect on and gain more insight in to
the meaning of (emerging) SAPs. This may lead to a situation in
which schools are urged to implement registration systems, but
lack the sufficient resources and support to guide students with
SAPs in a customized way.

Second, in the context of discussions concerning interventions
to reduce school absenteeism many authors lament about the
lack of a unified approach to differentiate between youth with
SAPs (Heyne et al., 2019; Tonge and Silverman, 2019). According
to Heyne et al. (2019), differentiation is beneficial because SAPs
are heterogenous, varying in etiology and presentation, while
having associations with a broad array of risk factors. The
authors argue that risk and protective factors associated with the
development, maintenance, and prevention of SAPs are likely
to be different for different types of SAPs. The most effective
interventions might indeed be those that target the factors
relevant to a particular type of SAP (see also Heyne, 2019). In
order to integrate these perspectives within the RtI framework,
we must examine whether certain specific interventions are more
effective according to the type of SAP (Tonge and Silverman,
2019). Following the same reasoning, we must also ensure that
all types of SAPs are identified in a timely manner through
attendance tracking. Concerning the latter, our results suggest
that there is a particular discrepancy between self-reported
unauthorized school absenteeism and registered unauthorized
school absenteeism among students with school refusal. Students

with school refusal received more B-codes compared to the rate of
unauthorized school absenteeism that they reported themselves.
A plausible explanation for this observation is that these students
do not perceive their absences as unauthorized and consequently
do not report them as such in self-reported questionnaires. In
this paper, we measured unauthorized absenteeism by means of
an item asking youth whether they have skipped school without
a valid reason. As Heyne et al. (2019, p. 7) already pointed
out, the notion of skipping school without a valid reason is
open to broad interpretation. Students with school refusal could
have interpreted their general fear of school as a valid reason
to skip school. Interestingly, we did not observe a different
association between self-reported absenteeism and registered
school absenteeism among students with truancy and students
with school withdrawal. For both types of school absenteeism,
we expected to find higher rates of self-reported absenteeism
compared to the rate of registered school absenteeism. Among
students who truant, the association between self-reported and
registered school absenteeism is likely interrupted due to pre-
planned and premeditated truancy. For those students who
withdraw from school, it is probable that the association between
self-reported and registered school absenteeism is interrupted by
parents legitimizing their children’s absences.

Finally, we acknowledge the limitations of this study. First, as
mentioned earlier, this study examines the relationship between
self-reported and registered unauthorized school absenteeism
while knowing in advance that both are not completely the
same. A student who is ill but does not have a doctor’s note
will not report that absence as unauthorized, yet it will be
registered by the school staff as such. Within the same line of
reasoning, some students might perceive reasons for absences as
“legitimate” while these are not defined as such by the school.
That is why we did not use statistical indicators which measure
the degree of agreement (e.g., Kappa’s coefficient) which are
often used in criminological research to compare police statistics
with self-reported delinquency. In this paper, we primarily
focused on the association between self-reported and registered
absences and, in particular, on whether some subgroups of
students or types of absence are more prevalent in some types
of data. The advantage of that strategy (by means of Poisson
regression analysis) is that modifications and recoding of the
rate of registered absences (see section “Administrative Data”)
had no effect on our conclusions. After all, we only divided
the rate of unregistered absences through a constant factor.
Second, relying on whether parents knew and/or approved of
the absence to measure the type of absenteeism may not be
optimal. Generally, truancy is characterized by a lack of parental
knowledge of the absence, school refusal by parental knowledge
without consent, and school withdrawal by a lack of parental
consent. However, Heyne et al. (2019) note that in some cases,
students with school refusal conceal their non-attendance from
their parents (see also: Elliott, 1999). In other cases, parents might
be more ambivalent toward their child with school refusal due
to “overprotectiveness” of parents who are afraid of pressuring
their child too much (Heyne et al., 2019, p. 26). Ideally, questions
about a student’s reluctance or refusal to attend school are
needed to more accurately differentiate between truancy, school

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 December 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 2623120

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-02623 November 29, 2019 Time: 18:26 # 9

Keppens et al. Early Identification for School Absenteeism

refusal and school withdrawal. Unfortunately, these questions
were not included in the self-reported questionnaire. However,
these limitations do not alter the fact that this paper is among
the first to gauge the prevalence of different types of absences
on a large representative sample (N = 4344). While the latter
was not the objective of this paper, this research suggests, in
agreement with research from Berg (2002) and Egger et al. (2003),
that the rate of school refusal is less common than truancy.
In addition, the results also suggest that the rate of school
withdrawal is more prevalent, compared to school refusal and
slightly less than truancy. Future research on the prevalence of
these types of school absenteeism is needed to strengthen the
claims in this paper.

CONCLUSION

This study’s main finding is the weak association between
self-reported unauthorized school absenteeism and registered
unauthorized school absenteeism. The rate of registered
unauthorized school absenteeism was approximately twice as
large compared to the rate of self-reported school absenteeism.
Boys, students in the technical and vocational tracks and students
who spoke a foreign language at home, with a low-educated
mother and who received a school allowance received more
B-codes than they reported themselves. The same applied for
school refusal and authorized school absenteeism. Students who
pre-planned their truancy, on the other hand, received less
B-codes than they reported themselves. More understanding of
these discrepancies through future research is needed because it
suggests that (1) researchers should be cautious with generalizing
scientific research about school absenteeism between self-
reported and administered data and (2) school staff and other

stakeholders might not reach all students with SAPs when
interventions and counseling are exclusively based on the
registration of unauthorized absences.
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Compulsory school attendance is enacted legislation in every Canadian province.

Provincial Ministry of Education attendance expectations trickle down to the school

boards, which create mandatory attendance policies stipulating that students be present

at school irrespective of their ability to attend. A body of literature has documented

the numerous and often insurmountable obstacles many youths face with respect to

consistently attending school. Issues that impede consistent attendance include abuse,

poverty, violence, and mental health disorders. However, attendance policies do not pay

credence to these issues. Rather, school educators are expected to follow the policies

in their rigid conception. This creates tension for the educators, who are expected

to uphold unilaterally imposed policies, and yet enact these policies in such a way

that does not compromise their students’ education. Educators working in alternative

schools are often confronted with this moral dilemma because these schools serve high

numbers of students often absent from school. As such, we sought to understand the

professional and ethical tensions alternative high school staff experience when navigating

the enforcement of mandatory attendance polices. This study was carried out in a large

city in the Canadian province of Ontario, where the school board’s attendance policy

requires students over the age of 18 to be demitted from enrollment if they miss 12

consecutive days of school without a “legitimate” excuse. Semi-structured interviews

with 16 staff members in four alternative high schools revealed the inherent difficulty

of responding to the needs of students by allowing them to miss some school while

also meeting the legal obligations of the mandatory attendance policy established by the

school board. We argue that these alternative school educators are active policy makers

in their own right, as they interpret, co-opt, appropriate, and negotiate the attendance

policy with the realities of their students’ lives.

Keywords: absenteeism, educational policy, policy appropriation, policy implementation, alternative schools, last

chance education, Canada
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INTRODUCTION

Since the inception of public schooling in Canada, educational
professionals have been preoccupied with keeping children
in school. From the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth
centuries, Canadian provinces passed compulsory attendance
laws requiring all school-aged children to be present in school
(Oreopoulos, 2005). This legislation is founded on a deterrent
model, where being absent from school is considered to be
an illegal act, punishable by fines and even jail sentences.
However, despite such legislation, students miss school for
various reasons. The causes for absenteeism are as complex
and diverse as the students themselves—ranging from casual
disengagement to extreme poverty that prohibits school access.
As absenteeism is the main precursor to early school leaving,
there is concern from educators about the need to eradicate
habitual absenteeism, and if this is unattainable, to accommodate
it. However, such efforts to accommodate (allowing students to
miss some class without penalty), are in direct contradiction
of the established compulsory attendance policies. The current
study seeks to understand how educators navigate these tensions
between meeting student need and upholding official policy.

Following, we explore the issue of absenteeism and frame it
as occurring for voluntary and involuntary reasons (Birioukov,
2016). We then describe the compulsory attendance policies
in Canada and in the sampled school board, where we
then discuss the ways in which alternative school educators
navigate these policies. Thereafter, drawing on the literature
on alternative schools, we elucidate the unique approach to
managing absenteeism that motivated the current study.

Absenteeism
Although many associate absenteeism with “skipping”
school—where youths are willingly absent to engage in
other activities—this common (mis)conception of absenteeism
belies the convoluted and contextual nature of the problem.
Students miss school for a plethora of reasons, many of which
lie beyond the walls of the school. For example, a number of
students experience health problems (e.g., depression; sleeping
issues; anxiety) that compromise their ability and motivation to
be present in school (DeSocio et al., 2007). A student’s home life
can also have deleterious effects on attendance, as families may
purposefully keep children from school in order to help around
the house and/or earn an income (Kearney, 2008). Moreover,
many youths live in tumultuous households, and do not have the
stability in their lives to be present at school consistently (Wilson
et al., 2008). A substantial portion of absentees come from an
economically disadvantaged position (Reid, 2013; Maynard et al.,
2017), and living in or near poverty can limit a student’s ability
to attend in a number of ways, such as: lack of transportation;
little money for food, clothes, and/or school supplies; frequent
housing disruptions; living in dangerous and crime prone areas;
involvement in the criminal justice system; having to earn an
income; and, the perceived irrelevance of education (Hinz et al.,
2003; Nichols, 2003; Brandibas et al., 2004; Branham, 2004;
Darmody et al., 2008; Leonard, 2011; Marvul, 2012). Schools too
cause absenteeism. A negative school climate has been widely

documented as one of the main causes of absenteeism, and
is linked to “harsh and inflexible disciplinary practices, rigid
regulations regarding school reintegration, school curricula
not well-tailored to a child’s individual needs or interests,
poor teaching and student–teacher relationships, inattention
to diversity issues, and inadequate attendance management
practices” (Kearney, 2008, p. 459). When a youth is faced with
a hostile and negative school environment they may choose to
simply avoid the school setting.

The causes for absenteeism should not be considered in
isolation, as multiple causes interact to discourage and/or
prohibit regular attendance. To conceptualize the “absentee” as
the passive truant who simply refuses to come to school out
of disinterest and defiance is problematic, as this conception
undermines the individual, home life, school, and societal
contexts that our students grapple with daily, as they attempt
to be physically and mentally present in our schools. The
convergence of multiple factors often make it difficult for
students to attend, and their failure to do so has numerous
repercussions and consequences for the absent student.

Absenteeism has been associated with: alienation in school
(Reid, 2014); strained student-teacher relationships (DeSocio
et al., 2007); and lowered academic performance (Mac Iver,
2011; Attwood and Croll, 2015), amongst other consequences.
A cycle of disengagement can quickly arise, where the student
becomes isolated from peers and staff, thereby further straining
their connection to the school (Ekstrand, 2015). For some this
process will lead to premature school leaving, as absenteeism has
been found to be the dominant precursor to leaving school prior
to graduation (Maynard et al., 2012). The life opportunities for
those without a high school diploma are severely limited (Uppal,
2017), and this has, in part, motivated a plethora of absenteeism
reduction strategies.

The solutions to absenteeism are based on where the cause of
the absence is thought to originate (e.g., student, family, school,
society). Student-centered solutions focus on psychological
counseling designed to alleviate mental health issues (Maynard
et al., 2015), while more punitive-oriented approaches involve
handing out detentions, suspensions, expulsions and even
criminal charges for non-attendance (Maynard et al., 2013).
Meanwhile, solutions aimed at the family concentrate on
augmenting child-rearing practices that encourage regular
attendance (Fantuzzo et al., 2005). If these attempts fail,
the families may be subject to criminal prosecutions under
truancy laws (Monahan et al., 2014). School-based solutions
receive much scholarly attention, and the majority concern
improving school climate through: reducing bullying (Havik
et al., 2015); developing closer bonds between teachers and
students (Marvul, 2012); and, the provision of academic and
remedial assistance (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). Societal
solutions are few, as changing the current socioeconomic
conditions are arguably beyond the abilities of schools. However,
increasing the availability of social services (Gase et al., 2015),
and the provision of free clothing, food, school supplies,
and transportation (DeSocio et al., 2007), are some of the
suggested strategies aimed at reducing the societal barriers
to attendance.
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There are many recommended strategies to reduce
absenteeism; however, for a subset of youths whose absenteeism
is deeply ingrained, these solutions may not be enough. As
a “last resort,” students voluntarily enroll or are placed into
alternative schools. These schools have been designed to meet
the needs of this at-risk population. Through individualized
programming and student-centered wraparound services,
alternative schools have much potential to reengage absentees.
In particular, alternative schools’ flexible approach to attendance
provides room for accommodating absenteeism, as well as trying
to reduce it. Accommodation differs from increasing attendance
by acknowledging that continued attendance is very difficult
for some students. The life circumstances of chronically absent
youths may be so difficult that the students are involuntarily
absent through no fault of their own (Birioukov, 2016).
Differentiating between voluntary (motivationally-based) and
involuntary (structurally-based) absences allows for recognition
that some youths may wish to attend, but struggle doing so due
to issues in their lives. Thus, an admission needs to be made that
some students’ difficulties are so severe that regular attendance
is unachievable. As long as children are abused, neglected, and
forced to live in poverty, they will have difficulty being perfect
attenders. Youths with challenging personal lives should not be
dismissed to the margins of the educational system. Strategies
that allow these youths to miss some school without penalty are
necessary in an equitable schooling structure. However, current
mandatory attendance policies do not differentiate voluntary
and involuntary absenteeism.

Mandatory Attendance Policies
Compulsory attendance legislation accompanied the expansion
of governmentally funded schooling in Canada; and mandatory
attendance was made a legal requirement in all provinces
between 1871 and 1943 (Oreopoulos, 2005). Without a national
department of education, Canadian provinces are left to design
their own attendance policies. However, ensuring that attendance
policies are followed has been an ongoing challenge for
school districts, and one method to guarantee compliance is
truancy laws. The (Office of the Child and Youth Advocate in
Newfoundland and Labrador, 2019) has found that all “provinces
and territories have education laws requiring children to attend
school,” and that “parents who violate this law can be subject to
fines and/or prison sentences” (p. 14). The province of Ontario
too has a mandatory attendance policy that expects all students
to be in school consistently regardless of ability. The Ontario
Education Act section 21.1(a) stipulates:

Every person who attains the age of 6 years on or before the first

school day in September in any year shall attend an elementary or

secondary school on every school day from the first school day in

September in that year until the person attains the age of 18 years.

Failure to meet these expectations can result in fines, driver’s
license suspension, probation, and jail sentences for both
the absentee and their family. The expectation that students
attend school consistently regardless of life circumstances is
problematic, as it treats all absences as a voluntary decision

by the student (Birioukov, 2016). This conception of inflexible
attendance policies trickles down from the Ministry of Education
to the local school boards, including the one sampled for
this research.

Following the Ministry of Education directive, the school
board in which this study took place has a mandatory attendance
policy which requires students to be present at all times.
At the onset, the policy does not appear to be punitively
orientated; for example, there are proactive actions for reporting
absenteeism as soon as a student has missed 5 days of school.
However, there is an issue of the increased severity and punitive
nature of the responses to prolonged absenteeism. As the
absenteeism increases, so do the consequences, and there are
threats of referral to the criminal justice system if the absenteeism
continues. The last threshold is a 12 day1 consecutive absence
streak, after which referrals to attendance counselors, alternative
schools, the criminal justice system, or other educational
opportunities outside of traditional schooling, are made. The
policy does not differentiate between voluntary/involuntary
causes of absenteeism, but rather utilizes the excused/unexcused
absence classification. Excused absences refer to sickness and
travel, whereas unexcused absences encompass all others. A
body of literature has highlighted the ineffectiveness of this
classification, as there is much difficulty in discerning a truly
excused absence, as well as the discrepancies in how schools
classify absences (Birioukov, 2016; Heyne et al., 2019). Thus,
a student from a privileged background may be “excused” to
miss school to go on holiday, whereas a youth in challenging
circumstances will be categorized as having an “unexcused”
absence if they miss school to stand in line at the soup kitchen.
These definitional conundrums have a direct effect on how the
absenteeism is managed and punished in schools, as evidenced
by mandatory attendance policies which legitimize “excused”
absences and punish the “unexcused.”

The policy also does not provide explicit instructions on how
to manage absenteeism for students who are over the age of 18.
In Ontario, students are legally required to attend school until
the age of 18, but have the right to stay enrolled in public schools
until the age of 21. Thus, there is a 3-year “gray zone,” where the
students have the right to an education, but schools are not legally
bound to keep them on roll. It is this facet of the policy that is the
most problematic, as it provides an easy avenue for schools to
remove challenging students (e.g., absentees) from the roll. The
official policy, however, is not always directly implemented in the
schools as designed, and educators have a considerable role to
play in its adoption and adaptation within their school.

Navigating Authorized Policy
Policy, both in the literature and colloquial public discourse, is
typically viewed as a written set of guidelines or rules (Levinson
et al., 2009). Authorized bodies construct authoritative policies
that are unilaterally handed down to the policy implementers.
In this view, policy makers are ministries of education and

1The actual number of consecutive days absent has been changed in both our

writing and in the direct quotes of the participants. This is done in order to protect

the anonymity of the school board, the schools, and the participants.
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school boards, wherein policy implementers are superintendents,
school administrators and teachers (Winton and Pollock, 2013).
For Levinson et al. (2009), this authorized policy that has been
constructed by recognized policy makers then determines the
“accepted” norms and modus operandi of the schools. In turn,
authorized policy regulates expectations, orders behavior, and
allocates resources. Superintendents, administrators and teachers
are “not robots,” who objectively “carry out orders issued from
above” (Fowler, 2013, p. 8). Hence, understanding educational
policy requires attending to the negotiation and co-optation that
transpires when educators enact policy in schools. This is to say:
to understand policy is to understand the socially implicated
contexts in which policy is implemented.

Educational policy is “contested terrain,” for it cannot be
easily defined (Ozga, 2000, p. 1). The making of policy typically
transpires near the top of the political rung, and the re-making of
policy transpires when it is put into action in the schools (Ozga,
2000; Fowler, 2013). Although educators have the professional
agency to engage with and enact policy in organic ways, the power
of the authorized policy cannot be undermined. Educational
policy in this sense is therefore “best conceived as a practice
of wielding power” by those who might never be on the
ground-floor of policy implementation (Levinson et al., 2009,
p. 771). Authorized policy is intentionally vague to be reflective
of the general population, but such standardized uniformity
often fails to meet the needs of the increasingly pluralistic
youth populations (Bates, 2006). Whereas, policy is intended
to be generic enough to accommodate diverse populations, the
policy implementers must then liaise between the generalist
policies with their specific and local student populations. Hence,
authorized policies are likely to be, at one time or another,
in contradiction with educators’ values and practices as they
navigate the modern Canadian classroom.

(Goddart and Hart, 2007) found that when Canadian
administrators in the province of Alberta were diligent
practitioners of authorized policy, students of marginalized
identities—such as those who were English Language Learners
or who lived below the poverty line—were too often left by
the wayside in their education because they did not/could not
conform to the expectations outlined in the policies. The myth of
students arriving at school who are “ready to learn,” assumes that
all students have arrived on time, well-fed, and have had a good
night’s sleep. This myth undermines the realities of marginalized
students whose needs are not always reflected in one-size-fits-all
policy (Penny et al., 1993; Goddart and Hart, 2007). Educators
who attempt to accommodate the diverse needs of their students,
particularly students of marginalized identities, are then left to
navigate the policies and advocate for their students’ education
on their own terms.

As on-the-ground advocates for their students’ education—or
what Lipsky (1980) termed, street-level bureaucrats—educators
are on the front lines to mediate the prescribed policies with
the realities of their schools. For Fowler (2013), educators are
key actors in the policy development processes, wherein they are
active policy implementers, followers, and makers. As more than
just passive receptors of top-down policy, viewing educators as
policymakers highlights the active role they take as interpreters

who mediate and co-opt policy to fit the needs of their students
and school communities (Hamann and Lane, 2004). This
mediated and co-opted policy represents a shift from authorized
policy toward unauthorized policy, which recognizes the social
practice of policy making and implementation (Levinson et al.,
2009). Educators as policymakers act not in isolation, but through
complex interactions and negotiations with other actors and
social contexts, to co-construct “new policy in situated locations”
(Koyama, 2011, p. 22). However, educators cannot act outside
of authorized policy. Educators in the Canadian context of the
profession are public servants who are accountable to school
boards, ministries of education, and provincial legislation. The
tension between being accountable yet simultaneously meeting
student need is particularly evident in alternative high schools,
which tend to serve high numbers of absentees.

Alternative High Schools
Having gained popularity in the 1960s and 1970s in North
America, alternative schools are designed to “provide an
innovative and unique way to educate students who did not
respond to traditional forms of education” (O’Brien and Curry,
2009, p. 4). Alternative schools have spread in number and
scope, ranging from truly innovative forms of education, to
serving as placements for students deemed to have behavioral
issues (Raywid, 2001). TheOntarioMinistry of Education (OME)
defines alternative schools as being designed to “re-engage
students who have had difficulty succeeding in a traditional
classroom or school environment, including students who are
returning to school after having dropped out” (Ontario Ministry
of Education., 2005, p. 2). Alternative schools are renowned for
their small size, which allows for the development of positive
school climates and tight bonds between teachers and students
(Vellos and Vadeboncoeur, 2013). These relationships are vital
for students prone to absenteeism, as they are finally able to
find “teachers [who] exhibit genuine concern for their well-
being that they had never seen before” (D’Angelo and Zemanick,
2009, p. 216). The close bonds permit teachers to know their
students well, and with small class sizes teachers can differentiate
and tailor their instruction to match the needs and interests of
each youth (De La Ossa, 2005). Alternative schools have been
documented to raise attendance (Mac Iver, 2011; Marvul, 2012);
improve behavior (Simonsen and Sugai, 2013); and, help students
graduate (Cox, 1999; De La Ossa, 2005).

Alternative schools are able to reduce the motivational or
voluntary absenteeism factors (e.g., hostile teachers; bullying)
that may be dissuading a student from attending. However, these
schools also work to remove the structural barriers (e.g., having to
secure food) that cause involuntary absences not associated with
motivation. Many alternative schools have a number of support
staff (e.g., special education; counseling; psychiatric; social
workers) who work to address any issues the students may have
(Gaskell, 1995; Saunders and Saunders, 2001/2002; Mac Iver,
2011). The support staff progress alternative schools’ position
from content delivery to a more holistic wraparound service
provider. These attempts are also bolstered by the provision of a
number of physical supports in alternative schools such as free
food (Gaskell, 1995); clothing (Wishart, 2009); transportation
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(Cox, 1999; D’Angelo and Zemanick, 2009) and shower and
laundry facilities (The McCreary Centre Society, 2008). Through
these services, alternative schools attempt to reduce the barriers
prohibiting their students’ consistent attendance.

While steady attendance is the goal for all students,
alternative schools are cognizant of the impossibility of this
expectation for a subset of their students. However, rather
than punishing absentees for non-attendance—as is generally
the norm in most mainstream schools—alternative schools seek
accommodations. Accommodating is done in several ways,
such as: flexible scheduling (Morrissette, 2011); removing or
modifying attendance expectations and tests/exams (Vellos and
Vadeboncoeur, 2015); providing extensions and loose deadlines
on assignments (Cox, 1999); and infusing independent learning
activities that allow students to progress at their own pace
(Wishart, 2009). These strategies are designed to permit students
to miss some of their schooling without penalty or the severe
repercussions evident in mainstream schools.

A thorny issue arises when alternative schools are expected
to adhere to the same policy and accountability measures as
mainstream schools. As previouslymentioned, mandatory school
attendance is a legal requirement for all youths in Canada
(Oreopoulos, 2005). Thus, some of the accommodation strategies
employed in alternative schools are confronted by the mandatory
attendance policies of the Ministry of Education and school
boards. This creates numerous legal, professional, and ethical
dilemmas for the staff who work in alternative schools—as doing
“right” by their students is often at odds with the rigid mandatory
attendance policies.

Aims of the Current Study
Our research sought to understand the professional and ethical
tensions alternative high school staff members experience when
navigating the enforcement of mandatory attendance polices.
Sixteen staff members in four alternative high schools in Ontario,
Canada were sampled for this qualitative research. Through
semi-structured interviews, the school personnel shared the
inherent difficulties of allowing their students to miss some
school, whilst satisfying the legal obligations of the mandatory
attendance policy established by the school board. We argue
that these alternative school educators are active policy makers
in their own right, as they interpret, co-opt, appropriate, and
negotiate the mandatory attendance policies with the realities
of their students. Our aim is to elucidate the inequitable nature
of compulsory attendance policies as well as the ways in which
staff working with youths prone to absenteeism respond to
these policies.

METHODOLOGY

Much of the absenteeism literature is quantitatively based.
Statistical analyses are useful for isolating variables that
contribute to absenteeism, as well as monitoring its reduction.
However, the realities of absenteeism are convoluted, and much
of the complexity is lost in a purely quantitative investigation.
This research was purposefully qualitative, and aimed to capture
the staff members’ thoughts and actions on navigating the

attendance policy. We employed an instrumental case study
approach, where the sampled schools themselves were not the
point of inquiry, but rather the staffs’ negotiation of the policy
(Stake, 1995). In other words, it was not the goal of the research
to document what each particular site did or did not do, but
rather to capture the narratives and perspectives of the staff in
how they navigate the inherent ethical, professional, and legal
dilemmas when attempting to follow the mandatory attendance
policy, whilst accommodating the exceptional circumstances of
their students.

Upon receiving ethical clearance from the University of
Ottawa and the school board, recruitment and ethical consent
was secured from each participant. Four alternative high schools
were sampled in a large urban center in the province of Ontario,
Canada. The schools are small by mainstream standards (80–225
enrolled students), and are quite diverse in their racial and ethnic
makeup (official statistics are unavailable from the school board
to protect the identities of the students). Two of the schools offer
Grade 9–12 programming (thereby encompassing all secondary
grades); whereas the other two deliver Grade 10–12 level classes.
However, all students must be at least 16 years old to enroll
in the alternative schools. Thus, the majority of the students
have attended at least one other high school prior to enrollment
in the alternative school. Three of the schools follow regular
school day hours of 9 a.m. to 3 p.m.; while the fourth operates
on a university-like timetable, where students attend only when
classes are being held.

This research followed (Seidman, 2013) semi-structured
interview format. All participants with the exception of two
were interviewed individually (Kendra and Liz from Stoneridge
Alternative2 requested to be interviewed together). Four
curriculum leaders, eleven teachers, and one child and youth
counselor were interviewed in the four schools (four staff per
school). Twelve of the participants were women, and four men.
The participants were relatively diverse, with 13 staff members
being Caucasian and three who are racialized people of color.
Most had worked at other schools in the past, and all but two had
worked in at least two schools prior to moving to their current
alternative school. The amount of time the staff worked at the
schools varied considerably from 8 months to 40 years.

Since the sampled schools are small, they do not have a
principal/vice-principal on the premises. The administrative
duties are fulfilled by the teachers, who take on the role of
curriculum leader on a multi-year rotating basis, in addition to
their teaching responsibilities. Curriculum leaders were able to
offer an administrative viewpoint on managing absenteeism and
the tensions embodied in the compulsory attendance policy. In
turn, the teachers provided their own accounts of navigating
these ethical dilemmas in their classroom. The staff were asked a
variety of questions concerning absenteeism in their school. The
data included in the current study, however, pertains to answers
to the main research question: “What are the professional and
ethical tensions alternative high school staff members experience
when navigating the enforcement of mandatory attendance

2The names of the participants and their schools have been changed to

pseudonyms.
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polices?” The interviews were carried out and transcribed by the
lead author, and thematically coded by both authors.

In the data analysis phase, the lead author read the entire
interview and isolated passages pertaining to absenteeism; the
official school attendance policy; and, how the staff member
navigated said policy (Morrissette, 1999). Both authors then read
the passages individually and made analytic memos. The authors
came together and discussed the emergent themes gleaned from
the passages and looked for commonalities across the interviews.
We then situated our findings to what has been found in
the literature.

RESULTS

During conversations with sixteen educators, across four
alternative schools, the staff expressed nuanced and complex
approaches to balancing the exceptional circumstances of
their students whilst still following the attendance policy. As
expressed by the educators in their own words below, there
was an empathetic awareness of the reasons for students’
absenteeism. Hence, because of attentiveness to the needs of
their students, staff also expressed an interest in interpreting
attendance policy as a guideline. The results of this research are
subdivided into emergent themes from the data analysis. In the
discussion to follow the findings below, we will return to our
framing of educators as policymakers who are responsive to the
voluntary/involuntary absences of these alternative school youth.

Awareness of and Responses to Student

Absenteeism
Absenteeism is a serious issue in all of the sampled alternative
schools, and weighs heavily on the minds of the sampled
educators. The majority of staff members framed absenteeism
as the biggest problem their school faces, and that nearly all
students exhibit absenteeism to some degree. The staff reported
that on average, half of the students were absent daily throughout
the year in all of the schools, with absenteeism ranging from
as low as 20% to as high as 80% in specific classes (official
attendance rates were not made available by the school board).
However, rather than despairing, the staff take active measures
to locate the cause of an absence. Aided by the small size
of the alternative school(s), the staff are acutely aware of the
causes of their students’ absenteeism.When asked to explain why
their students miss school the staff members had detailed and
complex responses that reflected the convoluted and interrelated
nature of absenteeism, where students were absent for multiple
and overlapping reasons. Moreover, the staff articulated an
acknowledgment of the voluntary and involuntary absences their
students exhibit. For example, Samantha, the curriculum leader
at Meadows Alternative spoke about the more voluntary aspect
of absenteeism, noting:

There’s general disengagement as well, they’d rather go and do

something else with their friends, play video games, watchmovies,

do whatever, drugs as well, those kinds of things. And they see no

relevance to school in their everyday life.

Staff members, however, are also mindful of the difficult nature
of their students’ lives, and how these circumstances impact
their ability to come to school consistently. Erin, a teacher and
guidance counselor at Pine Alternative discussed the issues her
students face at home,

Whether students themselves have mental health concerns or

issues, struggles, or their families do, so struggling to help keep a

family on its feet as well, so if parents aren’t working then they’re

working holding a job, trying to support the family or struggling

with the barriers of having parents that have mental health issues,

bring to their struggles personally.

Thus, rather than looking at absenteeism as one dimensional
(e.g., excused/unexcused), as articulated in the policy, the staff
members seek more contextual explanations for their students’
absenteeism. Additionally, they are aware of the fact that the
absenteeism is often caused by factors outside of the school, many
of which are structural rather than motivational. Kendra, the
curriculum leader at Stoneridge Alternative spoke about these
external barriers to attendance,

There are issues that our kids face that are far greater than us.

We could care all we want in the world and be the greatest, most

welcoming inviting place, but their issues are so deep that there

are students that are very hard to reach, not impossible, we never

give up, but those issues are far greater than we are.

Kendra’s comment highlights the involuntary nature of
absenteeism for a subset of her students. She, along with many
other staff members, is cognizant that their school has limited
potential to reduce the overall levels of absenteeism. However,
the staff do not take this as an excuse for resignation, and remain
committed to reducing absenteeism. Many staff responded that
each student is unique, and so are the causes of their absences.
As one of the curriculum leaders expressed, “we try to treat each
student’s absenteeism as an individual occurrence” (Samantha,
Meadows). The management of absenteeism is extremely
individualized, and Kendra (curriculum leader, Stoneridge)
attributed the ability to individualize to the small nature of
the school(s):

That individualized program, the individualized attention, the

individualized need is the most important. And every single kid

knows that they are cared about and that they are an individual

when they walk in here. . . it would be very hard to do that in a

school of a 1,000. At a school of a hundred you can reach every

kid. We can tell you everything that is going on with every kid at

almost any given time.

A number of the educators spoke about various accommodation
strategies that help to mediate students’ personal complexities
with the academic expectations required for them to graduate:

The extra time we give to our students to hand in stuff is pretty

amazing. We’re pretty forgiving you know? A student can miss

a week of the quad and still get the credit if they make up

the work that sort of thing. So we bend over backwards (Peter,

teacher, Stoneridge).
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We have something we call Do or Don’t Day. So a week before

midterm, a week before finals, we have a day, a catch up day where

you can hand in anything from prior. So the answer is never “no.”

If you’ve got it, hand it in (Anna, teacher, Meadows).

I’ve had students who have messaged me and said “ohh I can’t

make it because of this reason” and I’ve had to modify how,

what day the test is actually on or whatever the case may be.

There’s – it’s open deadlines pretty much. I regularly give out my

assignments with full explanation sheets in case they want to do

it independently, so there’s an opportunity to do that (Natalie,

teacher, Pine).

If a student has to leave for work we’ll probably say “okay” and

“let’s talk about [it], we’ll see you tomorrow and we’ll catch up.”

So we still keep in mind the student having a chance to be

successful. . . I mean the philosophy is one where we’re supporting

students to achieve and do well, so if there’s a reasonable reason

why a student is late or hasn’t handed something in, I don’t have

a problem with accommodating that and working on a plan for

them to catch up (John, teacher, Meadows).

Obviously we are not a no-attendance school. So students

are expected to attend. But that being said, we do know our

population, and so what we do is we make accommodations for

students who are unable to come (Anthony, teacher, Bridgeport).

The last quote by Anthony presents the challenging dilemma
evident in all of the sampled alternative schools, namely that
they are all bound by the mandatory attendance policy set
out by the school board. Knowing their students’ difficulties
coming to school, many of which may not be traditionally
“excused” but are nevertheless involuntary, brings about a trying
task for these educators: navigating the attendance expectations
specified by the school board, without compromising their
students’ access to a high school education. Many did so by
interpreting the policy as a guideline, rather than as rigid and
uncompromising stipulations.

Interpretation of Policy as Guideline
When asked about the official attendance policy of their school,
the staff members had varying responses. Four staff members
had an understanding that attendance is compulsory at their
school, but the official policy itself had little consequence in
their day-to-day functioning as educators, as Anna, a teacher at
Meadows described:

We’re a mandatory attendance school, as much as our kids would

tell you differently. So they’re expected to attend from 9:30 to 3:30

every day. . . our attendance policy is if you’re late you need a late

slip, if you miss you need a doctor’s note. But, I mean we enforce

it only as so far as anyone is able to of course, right?

While a quarter of the participants saw attendance as a general
requirement of their school, eight staff members framed the
attendance policy as originating from the Ministry of Education
and/or school board. Samantha, a curriculum leader at Meadows
Alternative, referred to the board policy when describing the
attendance expectations in her school,

Well the school board has a policy: if a student misses 12 days in

a row, an attendance counselor has to be notified if they’re under

18. If they’re over 18, they are to be demitted after 12 days, that’s

the official attendance policy.

What is of interest is that while most educators were cognizant
of the “demitting” rule, it is not explicitly stated in the official
school board policy. As mentioned in the section Introduction,
the school board’s attendance policy only dictates actions for
students under the age of 18, as the school board has a legal
obligation to ensure they attend. Once a youth turns 18, there
is a “gray zone” where there is no legal impetus for the board to
ensure the student is enrolled and attends school. Thus, schools
have the legal right to remove students who are over the age of
18 for non-attendance. It appears that this “unofficial” demitting
policy is passed down from the school board to the principals
who oversee a number of alternative schools, to the curriculum
leaders who serve as the administrators in the sampled schools. In
fact, all of the curriculum leaders framed their school’s attendance
policy in terms of its obligation to follow the one set out by the
school board, which in turn, takes its directive from the Ontario
Education Act stipulating mandatory attendance.

The teachers, however, reframe this construct of “policy”
to fit with their ethical and moral stances of what is best for
their students. Rather than viewing attendance expectations as
formalized “policy,” teachers framed it as more of a code of
conduct or guideline that should be followed—suggesting there is
room to interpret a guideline more loosely than an authoritative
policy. One staff member expressed that she,

Would rather use the language guideline than policy because

board policy is often, most often, more a guideline – [compared

to] when you break policy, there’s not a lot of repercussions”

(Barbara, curriculum leader, Pine, emphasis added).

In speaking to the school’s official policy, Samantha (curriculum
leader, Meadows) differentiated between what the school board
states and how it is understood in her practice:

Attendance policy here is what we have written in our code of

conduct, and it’s just a code of conduct, it’s not a policy per se...So

the policy in terms of attendance? We go by the guidelines of

what the [name of school board] outlines, but we’ve got so many

students who are away for reasons like, long term reasons, and

they have medical issues or psychological issues where they’re

away for more than 12 days in a row.

For Samantha, the policy as a “guideline” is integral to
accommodate students with mental and physical health needs,
but also to keep the school in operation:

We don’t have so much of a policy that is enforced as much

as strategies to intervene if that makes any sense. Because if we

enforced any hard and fast rules on policy then we’d have no kids,

right? So we have to be super flexible.

Enforcing these “hard and fast rules on policy,” as Samantha
expressed it, fails to account for the reasons that brought
these youths to the alternative schooling system in the
first place. Kendra and Liz, a curriculum leader and school
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counselor, respectively, at Stoneridge, spoke of their personal
and professional ethos that recognizes the inappropriateness of
enacting the same punitive practices and policies they know have
not worked for their students in the past:

Kendra: Our personal philosophy is that we’re not punitive. We’re

high reward, high praise. Punitive has not worked for them.

They’ve been in schools where they’ve been consequenced, they’ve

been kicked out, they’ve been –

Liz: Suspended for a whole bunch of reasons.

Kendra: And that hasn’t worked. That’s why they ended up here.

So of course if a student does something wrong, we’re not going

to reward them, but when they do correct behavior we high, high,

high praise. . . . Because if they’re getting scolded every time they

walk through the front door they will stop walking through the

front door, and that is what’s happening in many of their high

schools. They will tell you about that – that is their experience.

Liz: They were glad to leave their mainstream schools.

Kendra: And some would criticize us, I think, for the softer

approach. But I’ve been doing this for 20 years, and the success

rates that we’ve both had – but I’ll speak to me in particular – have

been fabulous. So there is something that we are doing right.

Liz: You just got to try to figure it out what it is that you have to

do for each student. Not put them all into a box and treat them all

the same.

For Kendra and Liz, demonstrating responsive behavior
management practices is integral to accommodating students
who have had punitive-centered schooling experiences thus far.
Other staff also spoke of this individualized, “softer” approach to
accommodate students’ involuntary absences that might not be
formally “excused” by the school board. Knowing that many of
their students wish to attend, but cannot do so, the staff members
find creative ways to ensure their students receive an education
that is otherwise afforded to students who do not have difficult
personal lives impeding their ability to attend school consistently:

[We] deal with themwith a bit of a softer touch. But if that doesn’t

work, we’re still bound, we still have to do referrals to attendance

counselors, we still have to follow the same policies. . . you’re

supposed to demit them after 12 days of non-attendance, we

stretch that all the time (Amanda, curriculum leader, Bridgeport,

emphasis for interviewee inflection)

We treat them with a bit more care and concern than other

schools which are bigger. . . . We have a genuine concern because

we are experienced with students who are on their own or

who live on their own, or who are in tougher socioeconomic

circumstances, so the student is probably going to realize that we

actually care about what’s happening and we understand. So we’re

not so quick to punish. We’re more here for support and figure

out, you know, what can be done (John, teacher, Meadows).

I think if alternative schools didn’t exist for these students they’d

drop out, right? If they were forced to be at school from 9 to 3 or

3:30, and heavy regimented school where late marks are given and

deadlines are definite, there’s students that would 100% I think

drop out. . . . When we provide alternatives to the mainstream

system, we’re providing additional opportunities for students to

achieve in something that’s very traditional still, right? (Erin,

teacher and guidance counselor, Pine)

I mean there’s a 12 day policy – you probably know a lot about

the policy – so in traditional schools 12 [days] you know, that’s

the gauntlet, the guillotine – it goes down. In this type of school,

we’re emailing, we’re calling, we’re trying to set up meetings, we’re

trying to push that further so that we can have more wiggle room

to reengage (Barbara, curriculum leader, Pine).

These statements indicate the commitment the staff members
have to ensure their students are given an equitable chance
to complete their schooling. The staff effectively resist and co-
opt policy when they see it as incongruent with their students’
academic interests. The educators in our sample, much like
most others, are nonetheless bound by the policy, and the
curricular leaders acknowledged having to demit students for
non-attendance. However, the demitting is done as a last resort,
and the staff spoke about trying to find ways to avoid using
this consequence.

Lessening the Severity of Demitting
In attempts to “stretch” the 12 day rule that culminates in a
student being demitted from roll, the staff spoke of interrupting
the 12 day consecutive streak with an “excused” absence in the
attendance tracking system.When employment or being a parent
and taking care of a sick child might be keeping students at
home for longer than 12 days, an “excused” absence (e.g., student
sickness) can be entered into the attendance tracking system as a
“legitimate” absence to break the streak,

If a student calls and says that they’re sick or something, you can

put something in the system just to buy you a bit of time, so you

don’t have to demit them. We’ll do whatever the work arounds

[are needed] to avoid demitting. And if we have to we’ll demit with

a note saying they can re-enter at any time (Amanda, curriculum

leader, Bridgeport).

In the case that a streak is not broken – as Amanda eludes to
here – and the student must be demitted, it is done so with an
asterisk: demitted but with the opportunity to re-enroll at a later
time. Although still following policy stipulations of demitting
habitually absent students, the alternative school educators co-
opt the policy by saving a spot for them whenever they are able
to return. With this, the message is conveyed to the students that
they always have a place at the school, regardless of the board-
mandated attendance policy. However, such a precarious system
is not ideal, and Kendra and Liz (Stoneridge) explained how there
is still a risk of losing some students in the process:

Kendra:We’re so afraid if we just demit them they’ll never go back

to school.

Liz: And usually when they are not attending there’s a reason

behind it, so that’s why we like to give them those 12 days. A

lot will, some don’t contact us unfortunately, but the majority do

and let us know what’s going on in their lives and then we set up

meetings – we try to capture them back in that way.

Kendra: And if a student does leave or has to be demitted after 18

because of the 12 consecutive absences, we will take them back in

the next quad or in September to retry again because we do want

to give a student every possible opportunity that we can.
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Through these actions the severity of the demitting process is
lessened, and the results less final. Even when forced to carry
out a policy and set of actions they disagree with, the curricular
leaders temper the harsh repercussions associated with demitting
a student. While specific numbers of demits were unavailable, the
staff were unequivocal in their responses that demitting is done
as a last resort, and is rather infrequent. Informed by the causes
of their students’ absenteeism the decisions and actions of the
staffmembers are indicative of them taking on active policymaker
roles, as the staff seek to co-opt and appropriate the policy to best
meet the needs of their students.

DISCUSSION

When revisiting what these alternative school educators
expressed, what is most striking is their commitment to their
students’ education, not only as dedicated educators, but as
advocates for youth who otherwise will be denied an education
due to their difficult life circumstances. Our participants
conveyed a belief that the local school board’s attendance policy
is unresponsive to the exceptional realities of their students. As
such, we were drawn to consider the ways in which the staff
consciously modified the policy to construct an unauthorized
policy—as we had prefaced in our introduction. In our context
of Ontario alternative high schools, with a demographic of
students who are predominantly over the age of 18, the staff
members spoke to the ways in which they enact unauthorized
policy to meet the contextual needs of their students. Despite the
excused/unexcused protocol for “legitimate” absences outlined
in the school board policy, the staff exercised their professional
discernment to determine what constitutes a reasonable cause
for an absence. In recognizing that their students are both
voluntarily and involuntarily absent (Birioukov, 2016), the
curriculum leaders and teachers expressed ways in which they
interpret, co-opt, appropriate and yet still uphold the school
board policy, in an attempt to provide their students with
equitable opportunities to attain a high school education.

Voluntary/Involuntary Absences
The staff members’ management of absenteeism is directly
informed by their differentiation of what they consider to be
“legitimate” absences as opposed to the narrowly sanctioned
absences outlined by the school board. The sampled educators
treat their students’ absences as individual occurrences, and
evaluate the causes of the absence, as well as the necessary
responses from the school. Rather than relying on the
“excused/unexcused” absence categorization used by their school
board the staff utilize their own direct knowledge of the students’
lives to demark whether the absence is largely willful (e.g.,
voluntary) or structural (e.g., involuntary). It is this distinction
between voluntary and involuntary absences (Birioukov, 2016)
that informs the policy appropriation work of the educators in
the sample. The staff members know that the attendance policy
has been used to marginalize their students, and are unwilling to
fully comply with its mandate.

Appropriating Policy for Equitable

Opportunity
Critical educators of policy implementation are aware of their
active roles as policy makers, who “recognize their action
(or inaction) may challenge or perpetuate inequities beyond
school walls” (Winton and Pollock, 2013, p. 50). For our
participants, the knowledge of their students’ personal realities
and causes for absenteeism instigates a sense of advocacy on
behalf of their students who are penalized by the attendance
policy. This advocacy, we argue, takes shape in the form of
policy appropriation. The educators guard against the one-
size-fits-all attendance policy imposed by the school board;
tempering it with their local knowledge of their students’
realities and what feasible attendance expectations might look
like. The policy appropriation in these alternative schools is
characterized by teachers and curriculum leaders who adhere to
the attendance policy and maintain high attendance expectations
for their students, but who are not afraid to “do whatever
the work. . . to avoid demitting” (Amanda, curriculum leader,
Bridgeport). Many of these alternative school youth have already
been punished by the school board’s attendance policy in their
previous mainstream schools; many, in fact, were demitted from
their former high school(s) for this reason.

The individualization and assessment of each student’s
absenteeism as an individual issue prompts the use of
accommodation strategies designed to allow students to miss
some class without penalty. As discerning practitioners, the
alternative school educators are sensitive to the complex lives
their students live outside of the classroom; articulating a
sense of responsibility to be responsive to the “inconvenient
complications” that students’ personal lives bring to their
practice (Phelan, 2015, p. 17). Guided by an ethos of
attendance-as-guideline, the curriculum leaders and teachers of
these alternative schools enact loosely interpreted attendance
expectations for their students who may have exceptional and
pressing circumstances that make regular attendance difficult. In
interpreting mandatory attendance to be more of a suggestion
than expectation, the staff rationalize the ways in which they
exercise their professional agency as critical policy implementers,
not just passive policy followers.

While the school board stipulates that 12 consecutive
days of absences are grounds for demitting a student, these
educators described the 12 day rule as “the guillotine” to their
students’ education. These alternative school staff recognize the
significance of appropriating the stipulations of the attendance
policy to better align with the realities of their student population.
By being willing to excuse students whomust leave early for work,
or actively scheduling re-engagement meetings for students who
otherwise would be demitted, the staff espouse an intrinsic
obligation to mediate the prescribed attendance policy with their
students’ life circumstances. The appropriation of policy occurs
when educators exercise their knowledge of the local, which in
turn transforms the authorized policy into unauthorized policy
as it is informed by its respective context (Levinson and Sutton,
2001). Such appropriation, however, can simply be interpreted as
policy “implementation,” in that the enactment of policy is always
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inevitably mediated by the beliefs of the educators responsible
for implementing it (Honig, 2006; Levinson et al., 2009; Winton
and Pollock, 2013). Whether this process is considered to be
policy appropriation, or simply the subjective process of policy
enactment, is open to interpretation. Nevertheless, what becomes
apparent from such policy appropriation is the way in which
these educators chose to advocate for their students’ education
in a system that does not.

It may be argued that the permissive nature of the sampled
alternative schools normalizes absenteeism, and enables youths
to miss more school than they already are. This is one of the
more frequently cited criticisms of alternative schools in general,
as there is concern that grouping large numbers of at-risk youths
will only exacerbate their issues (Kilma et al., 2009; Flannery et al.,
2012). However, the staff in our sample refuted these allegations
by pointing to the fact that their students have already attempted
and “failed” in the mainstream setting’s rigid accountability
measures. For these alternative school youths, the system as-is has
not worked. In their situation, the schooling system has already
marked them as “failures” and/or as “drop-outs.”

There is a sense that there is nothing left to lose in the creation
of an accommodating school structure.

The alternative high school setting is a last-chance schooling
system designed to accommodate the difficult home-life realities
many absent students face, and to provide them with an
education that mainstream schools have not (O’Brien and Curry,
2009). Yet, alternative schools are still bound by the same
attendance policy that penalized their students’ previous absences
in the mainstream setting. The policy continues to be the black
cloud hanging over the absentees’ education, who perpetually
feel the pressure to be seated in the classroom every school
day, regardless of the difficulties impeding them from doing so.
Our educator participants, however, recognize the ways in which
reprimanding students does little more than push them even
further from the end objective of earning a high school diploma.
With this, appropriating the attendance policy is a necessary
accommodation strategy to ensure students receive an equitable
opportunity to a high school education.

Demitting With an Asterisk
Integral to policy appropriation in alternative schools are
the ways in which educators outwardly resist uniform and
mainstream policies. In the name of providing an “alternative”
schooling experience, alternative schooling systems are often at
odds with policies catered to mainstream schooling. As Hemmer
(2014) experienced with alternative school educators, our staff
were also proud to speak to their “maverick and/or symbolic
gestures of resistance” (Hemmer, 2014, p. 12), as they exercise
their rights as alternative educators in a system that is constructed
by mainstream-informed universal policies. Being accountable
to the board-wide mandatory attendance policy presents our
alternative school educators with ethical dilemmas. As much as
they may attempt to engage, re-engage and prolong a student’s
removal from the alternative school, ultimately the curriculum
leaders are obligated to demit students after 12 consecutive
absences. This finding highlights the inequitable structure of
the compulsory attendance policy of the sampled school board.

The creation of the “gray zone,” where students over the age
of 18 can be legally removed from school rolls is particularly
egregious, as it allows schools to discard students deemed to
be too “difficult” or hard to manage. The demitting practice
does take place in the sampled alternative schools, but by
demitting with an asterisk—suggesting that students can re-
enroll at a convenient time—the educators have made ways to
accommodate the peculiarities that have previously barred these
students from academic success. Whereas, professionally the staff
are expected to demit perpetually absent youth, our participants
were vocal in their relentless commitment to their students’
education, even after they were demitted. Re-engaging and re-
enrolling these students is the ultimate goal, post-demitting.

Limitations and Considerations for Future

Research
As with all qualitative research, this study is context-specific,
and offers a single account of 16 staff members working in
four alternative schools within a single municipality. Thus, the
transferability of the results to other locales may be difficult
and undesirable. Conversations with educators “on the ground”
provide a narrow view of the attendance policy and how it
is to be enacted in an alternative school setting. It would be
useful to investigate how “higher level” officials (e.g., principals;
superintendents; policymakers) conceptualize absenteeism in
relation to an adequate attendance policy. While we have
highlighted some of the shortcomings of the school board’s
attendance policy, and its potential to negatively affect at-risk
youths, a more detailed analysis of its rationale is needed.
Likewise, the issue of permissiveness and the enabling of further
absenteeism in alternative settings warrants consideration.

CONCLUSION

Every day thousands of children miss school. They do so for
a myriad of reasons, with many being forced to miss school
involuntarily. These youths may desperately wish to attend, but
the circumstances of their lives preclude them from doing so. Not
experiencing success in mainstream schools, these adolescents
may find themselves in the alternative setting—a setting designed
to be more flexible and accommodating to their absenteeism.
However, as this research shows, alternative schools in Ontario,
Canada are confronted with the mandatory attendance policies
passed by the Ontario Ministry of Education and local school
boards. These authorized policies treat absenteeism as a criminal
act, and reprimand students for non-attendance. Alternative
school staffmembers hence become de facto policymakers as they
move from enacting authorized to unauthorized policy (Levinson
et al., 2009). The school personnel see a misalignment between
the policy and their students’ best interests. Being intimately
aware of their students’ often involuntary absenteeism, many
interpret the attendance policy in a way that is more ethically
reflective of their students’ needs. While the alternative school
staff take steps to appropriate the authorized policy to ensure
their students are treated ethically, there are no guarantees that
other educators follow suit. Considering that a number of youths
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report being pushed out of mainstream schools due to non-
attendance (Caine, 2013), it is likely that mandatory attendance
policies are used to rationalize their removal.

Wanting youths to be in school consistently is a desire
all educators share; however, the feasibility of this goal is
questionable. As this study has documented, the current one-
size-fits-all compulsory attendance policies marginalize and
disadvantage the most vulnerable students in both mainstream
and alternative schools. These youths are effectively punished
for being unable to come to school. Rather than reducing
absenteeism these policies do quite the opposite, and cause
youths to miss more school than they already do. The
concerning practice of demitting students because of non-
attendance is reprehensible, because it allows schools to shed
their responsibility for ensuring that all students are given
an equitable opportunity to succeed. A failure to reevaluate
how attendance policies are developed and enacted will propel
the continuous cycle of educational marginalization evident
in Canada.
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Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is often effective in the treatment of school refusal

(SR). Its usefulness is limited, however, if youth displaying SR also refuse to attend

treatment sessions. In these cases parents and school staff may consider using

school-based interventions that do not rely on face-to-face assessment and treatment

with the young person. The current study examined the effectiveness of a school-based

intervention applied in Japan to achieve rapid return to school among adolescents

displaying SR. Between 2009 and 2015, the parents of 62 adolescents displaying SR

were invited to implement a school-based rapid return approach. Thirty-nine parents

agreed to implement the approach and 23 decided to wait until their child spontaneously

attended school. Of the 39 cases in which the approach was implemented, 28

adolescents (72%) resumed attendance at their original school, 2 (5%) transferred

to another school, and 9 (23%) did not resume attendance. In contrast, all 23

non-intervention cases continued to refuse to attend school for 3 months or longer,

and none of these adolescents returned to regular school attendance within 9 months.

This study tentatively suggests that the rapid return approach may be an effective form

of intervention for adolescents displaying SR and simultaneously refusing to attend

individual therapy. Because this approach is ethically complex, involving forced school

attendance in adolescence, it should only be employed under specific circumstances.

These circumstances are discussed.

Keywords: school refusal, school-based intervention, rapid school return, flooding, Japanese school-refusing

adolescents

INTRODUCTION

School Refusal
School refusal (SR) is said to occur when a child or adolescent shows reluctance or refusal to attend
school in association with emotional distress (Heyne et al., 2019). Commonly used criteria for
classifying SR are those originally proposed by Berg et al. (1969) and reformulated by Berg (1997,
2002): (a) remaining at home with the knowledge of the parents; (b) an absence of severe antisocial
behavior, apart from possible aggressiveness when the young person is forced to go to school;
(c) parental attempts to get the child to attend school; and (d) displaying emotional upset at the
prospect of attending school. SR occurs among 1–2 percent of the population of school-aged youth1

(Heyne and King, 2004) and the peak age of onset is in early adolescence (Heyne et al., 2014).

1The term ‘youth’ is used to refer to children and adolescents.
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SR is regarded as a serious problem in the fields of medicine,
welfare, and education (Nishida et al., 2004) with negative short-
and long-term consequences (Maynard et al., 2018). Short-
term consequences include poor academic performance, family
difficulties, and worsening peer relationships, while long-term
consequences include academic underachievement, employment
difficulties, and increased risk of psychiatric illness (Fremont,
2003; Sewell, 2008; Heyne et al., 2011). Without appropriate
intervention SR may be prolonged and become more difficult
to treat (Glaser, 1959; Hersov, 1972; King et al., 1998; Okuyama
et al., 1999; Sonoda et al., 2008). The prolongation of SR increases
the youth’s anxiety about school return (Warnecke, 1964; Terada,
2015) and likely reduces their motivation for resolving an
aversion to attending school.

School attendance problems (SAPs) like SR are a major
concern in compulsory education in Japan, where youth are
required to attend 6 years of elementary school (ages 7–
12 years) and 3 years of junior high school (ages 13–15
years). The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science, and Technology-Japan (MEXT), 2003) defines SAPs
as absence from school or inability to attend school on more
than 30 full days a year, due to physical, psychological, social,
and/or emotional factors, excluding cases involving medical
and economic reasons for absence. According to the Japanese
government (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science,
and Technology-Japan (MEXT), 2017) the number of elementary
school students displaying a SAP is∼35,000 (0.5% of elementary
school students), the highest rate since data collection began
in 1991. Among junior high school students the number is
∼110,000 (3.3% of junior high school students), also the highest
rate since 1991. In addition, there are many youth who visit the
school nurse’s office during the school day or attend adaptation
classes and some of these would fulfill partial criteria for SR
(Maeda, 2016).

Clinic-Based Psychosocial Treatment for
School Refusal
In the last 20 years, studies of treatment for SR have focused
mainly on cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT; e.g., King et al.,
1998; Last et al., 1998; Ollendick and King, 1999; Bernstein
et al., 2001; Heyne et al., 2002), confirmed by a recent meta-
analysis (Maynard et al., 2018). The main goal of CBT for
SR is to help youth resume a normal developmental pathway
via a reduction in emotional distress and a return to regular
school attendance (Heyne and Sauter, 2013). Common CBT
interventions applied with youth are psychoeducation, relaxation
training, social skills training, cognitive therapy, and exposure
(Heyne, 2006). Parents are provided with psychoeducation and
supported in the use of behavior management strategies (e.g.,
instruction-giving; planned ignoring; positive reinforcement)
aimed at helping the young person attend school (Heyne, 2006).

Graded exposure to school attendance is prominent in five
manualized CBT interventions for SR (Heyne et al., 2015). In
some cases exposure is not graduated (e.g., Kearney and Albano,
2007) and emphasis is placed upon parents forcing their child to

attend school full-time, consistent with the behavioral technique
of flooding. Evidence for the efficacy of flooding in cases of SR
is lacking (Elliott and Place, 2019) and clinical opinion varies
considerably regarding how quickly the young person should
return to school and the role of parents in getting a child to school
(Heyne and Sauter, 2013).

Conceptual and terminological ambiguity may have clouded
discussion of these topics. For example, some of the terms used
to refer to the general time-frame for return to school are “early
return” (Kennedy, 1965), “immediate return vs. later return,”
and “much later school return” (Berecz, 1969). The process for
achieving school return has been referred to as “rapid return”
(Leventhal et al., 1967), “rapid treatment” (Kennedy, 1965; King
and Ollendick, 1989), “forced school attendance” (Hersen, 1971;
Gullone and King, 1991; Kearney, 2003), “in vivo flooding” (Blagg
and Yule, 1984; Blagg, 1987), “rapid vs. graduated re-entry” (King
and Ollendick, 1989), and “the escorting process” (Heyne and
Rollings, 2002; Herbert, 2004).

To promote clarity, Heyne and Sauter (2013) distinguished
between “early full-time” and “early part-time” increase in
attendance. “Early” refers to an intention for the young person
to start increasing attendance within at least 4 weeks of
commencing treatment, “full-time” refers to a flooding-based
approach (i.e., full-time attendance from the first day of planned
school return), and “part-time” refers to a graduated increase
(e.g., successive increase in the number of classes attended).
Many youth participating in treatment for SR choose a part-time
increase in attendance (Heyne and Sauter, 2013) which is held to
reduce treatment drop-out (Last and Francis, 1988).

There is no systematic evaluation comparing part-time
increase (i.e., graded exposure) and full-time increase (i.e.,
flooding) for the treatment of SR. An early study of the
acceptability and perceived effectiveness of interventions for SR
suggested that behaviormanagement by parents, involving forced
school return (i.e., flooding), was more acceptable and perceived
to be more effective than home tuition with psychotherapy,
hospitalization, and medication (Gullone and King, 1991). That
is, adolescents, parents, and professionals (teachers and nurses)
all rated behavior management as more acceptable and likely
to be effective than the other interventions. It should be noted,
however, that the respondents were potential but not actual
consumers of interventions for SR.Moreover, the case illustration
used to exemplify different interventions was based on a child of
6 years and not an adolescent.

Support for interventions emphasizing flooding comes from
case studies and non-randomized trials reported prior to the
1990s. For example, Leventhal et al. (1967) reported two cases
that involved prompt school return implemented by parents.
Both youth (a 9-year-old girl and a 15-year-old boy) returned
to school when the parents abandoned a passive approach
in favor of forced school attendance. The authors mentioned
that early return was necessary to prevent the youths’ anxiety
becoming entrenched. Baideme et al. (1979) reported the case
of a 9-year-old girl who was firmly escorted to school by her
parents. The authors, Adlerian family therapists, insisted that
quickly returning youth to school is important, irrespective of the
etiology of SR symptoms. Earlier, Rodriguez et al. (1959) qualified
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that the sole exception to firmly insisting on early return to school
is in the case of the “overtly psychotic child” (p. 544).

The first treatment series which focused on a “rapid treatment
program” was reported by Kennedy (1965). Fifty youth aged
4–16 years (80% aged 12 or younger) fulfilled the following
criteria for Type I SR: first episode (100% of the youth); Monday
onset following illness previous Thursday or Friday (98%); acute
onset (96%); grade six and below (80%); death theme present
(88%); mother’s health an issue (88%); marital harmony (94%);
good parental mental health (94%); father helps in household
management (84%); and parents achieve insight quickly (98%).
Kennedy’s intervention encompassed a structured interview with
parents and a brief interview with the young person. Parents
were introduced to a plan incorporating advice about: not
discussing the child’s problem at length; the father taking the
child to school, avoiding discussion or questions about the
child’s symptoms; leaving school promptly after dropping the
child off; and socially and tangibly reinforcing the child for
attendance. Forced attendance involved a willingness to use any
force necessary, but it was usually sufficient that parents were
convinced of the necessity of this action and were decisive. The
plan also involved school staff keeping the child at school and
restricting the mother’s presence at school. In a brief interaction
with the young person the therapist taught him or her about the
importance of facing fears, using analogies (e.g., getting straight
back on a horse after falling off) as well as personal examples.
All 50 cases showed complete remission of SR symptoms within
3 days. No diagnostic evaluations were conducted, but Kennedy
reported no evidence of SR or symptom substitution during 8
years of follow-up. The fact that all youth aged 12 and older (n
= 13) were successfully treated signals the possibility of applying
a flooding-based approach with adolescents displaying SR. At the
same time, the effectiveness of this rapid treatment program is
uncertain in the absence of non-treatment controls.

Building on Kennedy’s (1965) work, Blagg (1977) developed
a more comprehensive behavioral treatment encompassing four
principles: (1) desensitization through humor and emotive
imagery; (2) blocking avoidance through insistence upon
immediate return to full-time attendance during the early stages
of treatment and using force if necessary; (3) maximizing positive
reinforcement for school attendance both at home and school;
and (4) extinction of protests, fear reactions, and psychosomatic
complaints through contingency management. In vivo flooding
in the form of school return “even under escort” was applied
when certain conditions were met, such as no genuine physical
complaints for the young person, enrolment at an appropriate
school, a united approach between parents and school staff, the
young person has strategies for coping with school return, the
school has made arrangements to help the young person settle in,
and parents have received detailed advice about how to respond
when their child protests (Blagg and Yule, 1984, p. 122). Specific
recommendations were provided for finding a suitable escort
(e.g., have two escorts when it is expected that the young person
will protest strongly; consider involving close relatives when
parents lack control or are extremely anxious; involve a teacher,
social worker, or psychologist if the family cannot resolve the
problem). Parental resistance was addressed by being supportive

while confronting parents with the reality of the situation (e.g.,
secondary factors arise during absence from school; life often
requires facing frightening situations). Blagg (1977) considered
his intervention suitable for some Type II school refusers (e.g.,
older youth who displayed earlier episodes of SR).

Blagg and Yule (1984) evaluated this behavioral treatment
approach (BTA) by comparing outcomes for 30 youth in the BTA
group, 16 youth who were hospitalized (HU), and 20 youth who
received home tuition plus psychotherapy (HT). Youth were aged
11–16 years, except for 6 youth (9%) who were younger than 11
(5 of the 6 were in the BTA group). All youth fulfilled SR criteria
similar to those proposed by Berg (1997, 2002). The flooding-
based BTAwas the most economical form of intervention, lasting
2.5 weeks on average, compared with 45.3 weeks for HU and
72.1 weeks for HT. The researchers argued that BTA was also
significantly more effective than the two other approaches. An
average of 1 year after treatment, successful outcome (i.e., return
to full-time schooling without a lapse resulting in absenteeism)
was observed for 93% of BTA cases, 38% of HU cases, and 10%
of HT cases. Twenty-five of the 30 youth in the BTA group (83%)
attended school at least 80% of the time, compared with 5 HU
cases (31%) and none of the HT cases. The authors contended
that anxiety experienced by youth or caregivers as a result of the
BTA rapid approach was more than justified on account of the
remarkably quick adjustments made by most children.

On the face of it, it seems that taking pressure off the young
person to attend school is not an effective intervention. This
perspective is shared by Berg (1985) and supported by the King
et al. (1998) randomized controlled trial of CBT for SR. In the
King et al. study, 88% of youth (5–15 years) whose parents
received guidance in enforcing school attendance showed a
significant improvement in school attendance, compared with
29% of youth in families placed on a wait-list. King et al. also
noted that the youths’ participation in CBT may have helped
them prepare for school return, but there were still some youth
who showed reluctance or procrastination, and it is likely “that
parents then played an invaluable role in prompting school
attendance and escorting the child to school in a firmmanner” (p.
402). The Blagg and Yule (1984) evaluation of BTA also suggests
that a firm approach by parents is valuable, but conclusions based
on their study need to be tempered by two main considerations.
First, allocation to the three treatments was not randomized so it
could be argued that easier cases were treated with BTA. Second,
youth in the flooding-based BTA were significantly younger than
those in the HU group.

Clinic-Based Psychosocial Treatment for
School Refusal in Japan
There appear to be two main approaches to clinic-based
treatment for SR in Japan. The first is a passive approach whereby
pressure to return to school is removed, with an expectation
of spontaneous recovery (Honjo, 1990; Kawai, 2003; Kawai and
Sakurai, 2003). The goal of treatment is not the resumption
of school attendance (Nakagawa, 1998; Saito, 2007; Meguro,
2009) but the development of the individual’s self-concept via
counseling (Tabata, 1980; Fukaya, 1983). The other approach can
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be classified as an active approach aimed at returning the young
person to school as soon as possible.

One example of the active approach is found in Sonoda’s
(1971) report of a clinic-based behavioral intervention for youth
(7–19 years) who displayed SR according to Berg et al. (1969)
criteria. Forced school attendance by parents and clinic staff
was utilized in 15 of 23 cases (8 youth at elementary school, 2
at junior high school, and 5 at high school). For the 8 other
cases (1 at junior high, 6 at high school, and 1 at university),
behavioral counseling sessions were implemented with the young
person and their parents. Youth sessions focused on modifying
cognitive distortions about school life. In parent sessions the
emphasis was placed on the importance of blocking the youth’s
avoidance of school. School attendance records were utilized as
an outcome measure. Fourteen of the 15 youth in the forced
school attendance group returned to regular school attendance,
as did five of the eight youth in the behavioral counseling group.
Sonoda (1971) concluded that the flooding-based school return
approach implemented by parents (mainly fathers) was highly
effective for SR. This is one of the few studies reporting on forced
school attendance for adolescents as old as 17 (n= 4). Because the
study was uncontrolled, the benefit of forced school attendance
relative to other treatment approaches is unknown.

Another example of the active approach is found in the work
of Aida (1978). Aida hypothesized that SR among adolescents
was maintained by fathers allowing the adolescent to be absent
from school, regardless of the cause of SR. Fathers were thus
encouraged to block the avoidance of school by using forced
school attendance. Improved attendance was observed among
five out of six cases of adolescent SR (12–17 years). Aida
suggested that paternal blocking of school avoidance is effective
for adolescent SR, adding that forced school attendance should
not be used when adolescents have a mental disorder.

School-Based Behavioral Intervention for
School Refusal in Japan
In rural areas of Japan there seem to be few specialized
institutions that provide clinic-based psychosocial interventions
resembling the active approach to treatment for SR. To illustrate,
Maeda (2011) interviewed the parents of 21 Japanese youth
displaying SR. These parents had consulted psychiatrists or child
psychologists for treatment at clinic-based institutions in rural
areas. All of the parents had been advised to just “wait and see”
until such time as their child demonstrated spontaneous school
return. In the region where the study was conducted, Japanese
clinicians did not employ CBT for SR.

In situations where clinic-based services are not available, or
an active approach to SR is not offered, a school-based behavioral
intervention may be required. The first author (NM), a part-
time school counselor in public junior high schools, developed
a school-based support system comprising a rapid school return
approach (Maeda et al., 2012a). It targets SR among adolescents
(aged 13–15 years) in public junior high schools and it differs
substantially from clinic-based CBT with respect to assessment
and treatment. Often, school counselors are unable to undertake
individual counseling with youth displaying SR (Fujita, 2009)

because the youth tend to avoid school when asked by their
parents to meet with the counselor there (Maeda, 2012). In
Maeda et al.’s (2012a) school-based approach, only the parents
visit the school counselor who discusses intervention that does
not rely upon assessment and treatment with the young person.

There is preliminary support for this school-based rapid
school return approach. Maeda et al. (2012a) reported the case of
a 14-year old female who refused to attend school and who threw
temper tantrums when her parents tried to get her to attend.
Treatment was conducted via the rapid school return approach,
including physical escorting by parents, school staff, and the
school counselor. Prior to the intervention, the adolescent had
spent no time at school for a month. After implementation of
the rapid school return approach she attended school 87% of
the time and was in class 74% of the time. Maeda (2016) also
reported positive results obtained with three adolescents (13–14
years) unwilling to participate in individual treatment sessions
for SR. The rapid school return approach was implemented
through consultation with the parents and school staff. All three
adolescents resumed regular school attendance within a few days
of the intervention commencing, although two showed serious
resistive responses.

The Current Study
The increase in SAPs in Japan is likely to include an increase
in SR. In turn, more therapists are likely to receive referrals
for youth who display SR but are unwilling to participate in
individual treatment sessions. In these cases, parents, school staff,
and school counselors or psychologists require an alternative
means to intervene. The purpose of the current study was
to explore the effectiveness of the school-based rapid return
approach for adolescents displaying SR. Based on the positive
outcomes in case reports of rapid school return (Maeda et al.,
2012a;Maeda, 2016) and the poorer outcomes for youth in a wait-
list control condition (King et al., 1998), we hypothesized that
the rapid school return approach would yield superior response
relative to a “wait and see” approach in which parents wait for
spontaneous school return. The school-based rapid return was
employed with Japanese adolescents refusing to attend school
and unwilling to participate in individual treatment sessions
offered via psychiatric clinics or child consultation centers. A
naturalistic comparison was conducted, whereby outcomes for
adolescents whose parents participated in the rapid school return
approach were compared to outcomes for adolescents whose
parents declined to participate.

METHOD

Participants
Adolescents enrolled in junior high school in the Kyushu area
of Japan were eligible for inclusion in the study if parent and
teacher reports indicated that the adolescent: (a) met Berg’s
criteria for SR (Berg, 1997, 2002); (b) had been unwilling to
participate in individual sessions for the treatment of SR; (c) had
never been diagnosed with a physical or mental disorder; (d) had
not been bullied or experienced other interpersonal problems
(e.g., quarrels with friends; scolding from teachers); (e) spent
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most of their time alone during the school day, often watching
television, playing video games, surfing the internet, or reading
comic books; and (f) did not have concurrent support from
other specialists.

Between April 2009 and March 2015 62 cases were identified
across five junior high schools (32 males, 30 females; M = 13
years, SD= 0.8 years; age range= 12–15 years). On average, each
adolescent had missed 61 days of school in the current school
year. Fourteen of the 62 adolescents (22%) were absent from
school more than 100 consecutive school days, 24 adolescents
(39%) missed more than 30 days of school (the absence-based
criterion in the SAP definition of the Japanese education system),
and the other 24 adolescents (39%) were absence for <30 days.

The parents of the 62 adolescents were given the opportunity
to implement the school-based rapid school return approach.
In 39 cases (19 males and 20 females) the parents agreed to
implement the approach. These cases constitute the intervention
group. The 39 adolescents were between 12 and 14 years (M
= 13.4, SD = 0.6 years). In 19 of these 39 cases (44%) the
families were single-parent families (17 single mothers and 2
single fathers).

The non-intervention group comprised the 23 cases (13
males and 10 females) in which the parents did not agree to
implement the approach. The 23 adolescents were aged between
12 and 15 years (M = 13.3, SD = 1.0 years). Five of these
23 cases (22%) were families with single mothers while the
other 18 cases (78%) were two-parent families. There was no
age difference between adolescents in the intervention and non-
intervention groups [t(60) = −0.52, p = 0.60] but there was
a greater proportion of single-parent families relative to two-
parent families in the intervention group [χ2

(1,N= 62) = 4.44,
p = 0.04]. Furthermore, there was no difference between the
groups with respect to the average number of days absent from
school in the current school year [intervention group: M = 51,
SD = 80 days; non-intervention group: M = 78, SD = 104 days;
t(60) =−1.1, p= 0.26].

Procedure
The first author (NM) was employed by the local government as
a part-time school counselor for 13 junior high schools. In this
role he implemented the rapid school return approach within five
schools. The approach comprises four main components.

Introducing the Rapid School Return
Approach to Principals of Junior High
Schools
To implement the rapid school return approach it was necessary
to obtain permission from school principals because they
are responsible for the services offered in public compulsory
education schools. The first author visited principals at 13 junior
high schools to explain the adverse short- and long-term effects of
prolonged SR (e.g., academic underachievement; worsening peer
relationships; increased risk of social withdrawal and psychiatric
illness; family difficulties; future unemployment) and discuss
the school-based rapid school return approach for adolescents
unwilling to engage in individual treatment sessions. The school

counselor and principals also discussed the ethically challenging
issue of parents potentially physically escorting their child to
school, with the help of school staff as needed. Ultimately, the
principals of five junior high schools agreed to implement the
approach in their schools in order to address SR. The school
counselor asked that each of these principals identify staff in their
school who could support the rapid school return approach.

Selecting a Support Person From Among
the School Staff
There were two reasons for selecting a staff member from
each school to be the support person at that school. First, it
aided the collection of data about the adolescents displaying
SR. Second, the support person would be involved in escorting
the adolescents to school. The principal prepared a schedule
indicating which staff members did not teach during the first
period of the day, to identify who could be involved in the
escorting process on school mornings. Usually, it was just one
person from each school who assisted the parent(s) and school
counselor with the cases at that school. Occasionally, other school
staff joined this support person when more people were needed
to escort the adolescent to school.

Developing a List of Youth Displaying
School Refusal and Collecting
Attendance-Related Data
The support staff prepared a list of adolescents who had missed
more than four consecutive school days or 10 intermittent school
days in the school year so far, and whomet Berg’s (1997, 2002) SR
criteria. For each adolescent on the list, attendance-related data
was recorded during the intervention and for at least 9 months
thereafter. The attendance-related data included: (a) number of
days present/absent; (b) number of classes present/absent, per
day; (c) amount of time spent in other special rooms during class-
time, such as the school nurse’s office; and (d) characteristics of
the adolescent’s arrival at school from home (i.e., alone, escorted
by parents, or escorted by school staff). The recording of this
information for at least 9 months after intervention facilitated
detection of possible relapse.

Holding a Support Meeting With the
Parents and School Staff
In each case, the school counselor (NM) held a support meeting
with the parent(s) of the adolescent, the classroom teacher, the
school nurse, and other support staff identified by the principal.
In families with two parents, both parents were encouraged to be
involved in the meeting.

The two aims of the support meeting were to gather
information about the adolescent and to share information
about the rapid school return approach. Information about the
adolescent was gathered to determine whether the conditions
for inclusion were met (see “Participants”). In cases where the
conditions were not met, families were referred to other services
outside of the school.

Information about a flooding-based rapid school return
was presented so that parents could decide if they wanted to
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implement the approach, and if so, to know how to implement
it. After discussing the negative effects of prolonged SR so as to
encourage parental involvement (Kearney and Bates, 2005), the
school counselor explained the intervention process as follows:
(a) at some point after the meeting, the parents would declare
to their child that they would be forcing him/her to attend
school; (b) the intervention would commence 2 days after the
declaration, during which time the parents would encourage their
child to get ready for return to school (e.g., preparing textbooks
and school uniform); (c) the parents would use planned ignoring
of the child’s behaviors associated with SR, such as crying, somatic
complaints, or tantrums (Heyne and Rollings, 2002); (d) the
parents would conceal sharp implements at home to reduce the
possibility of self-harming; (e) the parents would wake their child,
get him/her changed into the school uniform and escort him/her
to the school gate; (f) school staff and the classroom teacher
would escort him/her from the school gate to the classroom,
perhaps with the support of close friends; (g) school staff would
come to the family home if the parents could not escort the
adolescent to school on time due to resistive responses (Blagg,
1987); (h) after arriving at school, the adolescent would be
expected to stay at school all day (preferably in the classroom for
the whole time), and school staff would not permit him/her to
leave school early, even if the adolescent wished to do so (Blagg,
1987; Kearney and Bensaheb, 2006); (i) the intervention would
be suspended if the parents requested it.

During the support meeting, the school counselor also
provided the parents with information about strategies for
handling resistive responses (e.g., planned ignoring; escorting
by more than two people). The parents and school staff were
advised of the likely occurrence of somatic complaints (e.g.,
stomach ache, reports of feeling unwell) and resistive behaviors
(e.g., temper tantrums, verbal abuse, violent behavior, and
running away from home or school). Parents and school staff
needed to agree that when the adolescent engaged in self-
harming behavior or threatened suicide they would stop the
intervention and engage in a support meeting during which
an appropriate response would be determined (e.g., seeking
psychiatric support).

Participating principals and parents gave verbal consent for
the intervention to be employed. Parents not consenting to the
intervention are those described in the non-intervention group.
Written informed consent was not requested because the first
author conducted the intervention during the natural course of
his work as school counselor.

Data Analysis
Outcome for adolescents in the intervention and non-
intervention groups was based on a treatment response
criterion defined as the adolescent achieving at least 85%
attendance in the classroom within 3 months and continuing
to attend classes at least 85% of the time across the next 6
months. The criterion of 85 percent attendance was based on
the Japanese definition for SAPs (i.e., 30 days absence during
a school year of 200 days, equivalent to 15% of school time).
The amount of attendance during class time was based on
a count of the number of classes attended each day, drawn

from the records kept by the support person at the school. The
proportion of youth in the intervention group who achieved
the criterion for treatment response was compared with the
proportion of youth in the non-intervention group who achieved
that criterion.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the outcomes for adolescents in the intervention
and non-intervention groups. It includes the proportion
achieving full-time attendance (100%) within 1 week or regular
attendance (≥85%) within 3 months. It also presents the
proportion responding to verbal prompts (e.g., “If you do not
go to school with us, we have no choice but to call school staff
and ask them to bring you to school”) or physical escorting (i.e.,
guiding the adolescent by holding their hand or arm; pulling the
adolescent into the car or the school building).

Intervention Cases
Twenty-eight of the 39 intervention cases (72%; 13 males and
15 females; χ

2
(1)

= 0.14, p = 0.70) were classified as treatment

responders. That is, the adolescents achieved at least 85%
attendance in the classroom within 3 months and for the next
6 months they were in class at least 85% of the time. Of these
28 responders, the majority (n = 25) involved a return to full-
time school attendance within 1 week after commencement of
the intervention. Of the other three responders, two involved
a return to full-time school attendance within a month and
the other involved return to full-time attendance within 3
months. Half of the 28 responders returned to full-time school
attendance in response to verbal prompts for school attendance
by parents and school staff. In 12 of these 14 cases the
return to school occurred on the first day of intervention. The
other 14 treatment response cases involved physical escorting
to school, with 13 of the 14 returning to full-time school
attendance within 1 week. For those 14 cases only requiring
verbal prompting, the average number of days absent from
school prior to intervention was 63.7 (SD = 104.1), whereas the
average number of days absent among the 14 cases requiring
physical escorting was 39.1 (SD = 68). There was no significant
difference between these two groups [t(26) = −0.74, p = 0.47].
All 14 cases requiring physical escorting showed serious resistive
responses when parents and school staff tried to escort them
to school (e.g., temper tantrums, screaming, clinging to the
bed, a sit-in protest, hiding in the toilet). There were no
reports of injury for these 14 adolescents, their parents, or
school staff.

Two of the 39 intervention cases (5%; both female) transferred
to other schools during the intervention. Outcome data was not
available following the change of school. One case involved a
change of school due to the strong desire of the adolescent and
her family, and the other case involved a change of school for
unspecified family reasons.

Nine of the 39 intervention cases (23%; 6 males and 3 females)
were classified as non-responders. In five of these cases (4 males
and 1 female) the parents and school staff discontinued the
escorting process within a month due to the adolescent’s serious
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the return to school according to the outcome of intervention.

Group Number of cases Outcome N Type of intervention Sex Full-time

attendance

(i.e., 100%)

within a week

Regular

attendance

(i.e., ≥85%)

within 3 months

Intervention 39 Response 28 Physical (14) Male 7 13/14 14/14

Female 7

Verbal (14) Male 6 12/14 14/14

Female 8

Non-Response 9 Physical (9) Male 6 4/9 0/9

Female 3

Verbal (0) Male 0 NA NA

Female 0

Change of

school

2 Physical (1) Male 0 1/1 NA

Female 1

Verbal (1) Male 0 0/1 NA

Female 1

Non-intervention 23 Response 0 NA NA NA NA

Non-response 23 NA Male 13 0/23 0/23

Female 10

Response = 85% attendance in the classroom within 3 months, and at least 85% attendance in the classroom across the next 6 months. NA, Not applicable.

resistive responses such as violent behavior against parents or
school staff, or running away from home and school. There were
no reported injuries for these five adolescents, their parents, or
school staff. Of the cases in which escorting was discontinued,
two adolescents continued to be absent for more than a year,
two adolescents were in their final year and consistently refused
to attend school until the end of junior high school (∼6
months later), and one involved the adolescent attending school
mornings at a special education classroom for 3 days a week over
6 months.

The other four non-responders (2 males and 2 females)
temporarily achieved regular school attendance following the
intervention, but there was relapse to SR within 3 months.
Within these 3 months, the parents in all four cases decided
to discontinue the rapid school return approach. In one case
the mother discontinued without reason, and her child attended
school intermittently for a year (54% attendance). In the other
three cases the parents stated that they discontinued because
other clinicians had advised them to wait until spontaneous
recovery occurred. In these three cases, two adolescents
persisted in their absenteeism for more than a year and one
attended 90min of special education classes 3 days a week
for 7 months.

Non-intervention Cases
Of the 62 families invited to participate in the rapid return
approach, 23 (37%) decided to wait for the adolescent’s
spontaneous school attendance. In all 23 cases, SR continued for
more than 3 months, with none of these adolescents returning to
regular class attendance within 9 months. Thus, none of the non-
intervention cases fulfilled the criterion for treatment response.
Of the 23 cases, 15 involved continued absenteeism for more

than a year, 5 involved intermittent attendance in an individual
study room at the school, and 3 involved the adolescent attending
classes <30% of the time.

DISCUSSION

There are few reports of treatment for SR when youth
refuse to attend therapy. The current study examined the
effectiveness of a school-based rapid school return approach for
these cases. Following, we discuss uptake of the intervention
among Japanese school principals and parents, examine the
outcomes, consider cultural influences on the use of rapid
school return, present indications and contra-indications for
its use, and reflect on the limitations and implications of
the study.

Uptake of the Rapid School Return
Approach
Of the 13 principals introduced to the school-based rapid school
return approach, five agreed to it being used in their school. They
expressed the belief that simply waiting for spontaneous recovery
is an unethical practice because it fails to ensure that adolescents
engage in compulsory education. The eight principals who did
not agree to the approach being used in their school expressed
the belief that SR is a family issue which should not be addressed
by school staff but via treatment offered in psychiatric clinics or
child consultation centers.

Across the five participating schools there were 62 adolescents
displaying SR. The parents of 23 adolescents decided to wait
until their child attended school again, constituting the non-
intervention group. The intervention group comprised 39 cases
in which parents agreed to implement the rapid school return

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 December 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 2862141

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Maeda and Heyne Rapid School Return for School Refusal

approach. The majority of parents in the intervention group
expressed the intention to quickly return their child to school
even though this could be a burden for them as parents.
Moreover, one-third of parents in the intervention group wanted
to participate because their child’s SR had worsened following
advice from staff at a psychiatric clinic or child consultation
center to simply wait for spontaneous recovery. It is noteworthy
that there was a greater proportion of single-parent families in
the intervention group. In Japan, parents who are single (mostly
mothers in the current study) may be more likely to accept the
rapid school return approach because of a sense that they are
struggling to deal with the SR on their own, exacerbating their
sense of stress.

Outcome of the Rapid School Return
Approach
Twenty-eight of the 39 intervention cases (72%) were classified
as treatment responders, while none of the 23 non-intervention
cases returned to full-time school attendance within 9 months,
supporting the hypothesis. The fact that there was a greater
proportion of single-parent families among the intervention
cases discounts the notion that intervention cases were
more successful because they more often contained two-
parent families.

When parents escort their child to school, somatic complaints,
protests, crying, temper tantrums, and negotiation are all likely
to occur (Heyne and Rollings, 2002). In the current study,
parents and school staff implementing rapid school return were
confronted with a variety of resistive responses but they ignored
these and persisted in escorting the adolescent to school, in
accordance with the school counselor’s guidance. This is a crucial
aspect of the rapid school return approach. If parents and school
staff commence but then discontinue the escorting process, the
adolescent’s avoidance of school is not eliminated and may
actually be reinforced (Maeda et al., 2012a). In 13 of the 14
responder cases that involved physical escorting, parents and
school staff reported that the adolescent’s resistive responses
decreased by the second week of the intervention. It seems
that consistency in physical escorting in the face of resistive
responses helps ensure that avoidance of school gives way to
regular school attendance. The strength of parents’ resolve is
likely associated with their consistency in physical escorting, and
their use of appropriate levels of behavioral control may have
helped reduce the intensity and persistence of the adolescent’s
resistive responses (Smetana, 2017).

Verbal prompts to elicit attendance seem to be sufficient in
some cases. Half of the 28 treatment response cases involved a
return to full-time school attendance via verbal prompts. That is,
parents and school staff firmly stated that they would escort the
adolescent to school if they refused to attend of their own accord.
In one of these cases the adolescent had been absent from school
for 360 school days (one-and-a-half school years).

There was no significant difference between the group of
adolescents who responded to verbal prompting and those who
responded to physical escorting with respect to the average
number of days absent prior to the intervention. It thus

seems that the amount of absenteeism prior to intervention
is unlikely to be a reliable indicator of the likely outcome
of verbal prompting vis-à-vis physical escorting, at least
in cases of adolescent SR characterized by the adolescent’s
unwillingness to participant in therapy sessions. At the same
time, it is the clinical impression of the first author (NM)
that the 14 cases that responded to verbal prompting shared
two features. First, there was no parent-child role reversal.
The parents of these adolescents were not observed to have
difficulty managing their child’s behavior on a daily basis
and they did not bow to unreasonable demands from the
child (e.g., purchasing expensive gaming software which the
adolescent demanded in return for school attendance). The
absence of parent-child role reversal is likely to benefit rapid
school return because parents often need to adopt a firm
attitude toward their child when enforcing school attendance.
The second feature observed in cases responding to verbal
prompting is that during the support meeting the parents
indicated they have good communication with their child.
When adolescents are helped to communicate their distress,
and when they feel understood, this may reduce their overall
level of distress and increase their willingness to attend school
(Heyne and Sauter, 2013).

Of the nine non-response cases in the intervention group, four
temporarily returned to school following the intervention, but
there was relapse to SR within 3 months. The parents decided not
to re-apply pressure for school attendance based on the advice of
others (e.g., psychiatrists, teachers, friends). The other five non-
response cases involved the parents discontinuing intervention
following efforts to escort the adolescent to school, because
the adolescent’s resistive responses were greater than expected
(e.g., fleeing from home or school; temper tantrums during the
escorting process). It was particularly difficult for these parents
to respond to their child’s leaving school after classes had started,
due to their own work schedules.

There were two commonalities across the nine non-response
cases in the intervention group. First, parent-child role reversal
was evident. The adolescents in this group regularly made
high demands in exchange for school attendance. Moreover, it
seemed to be the mothers in these families who accommodated
the adolescents’ demands. Parent-child role reversal may have
rendered the parents less effectual in managing the escorting
process. A second and related commonality among most non-
response cases was the lack of paternal authority. This has
been identified in prior studies of SR, whereby fathers were
described as under-involved (Baideme et al., 1979; Blagg, 1987),
not holding a responsible parental role (Hersov, 1977), not
showing a firm attitude toward the child’s school attendance
(Kennedy, 1965; Aida, 1978), and needing to become more
involved in the escorting process (Ishikawa, 2007; Maeda et al.,
2010, 2012b; Maeda, 2012). It has been suggested that fathers
are likely to manage adolescents’ resistive responses physically
and firmly during the process of escorting to school, which
may help modify parent-child role reversal between mothers and
adolescents (Ishikawa, 2002). At the school, intensive resistive
responses from adolescents may necessitate the involvement
of more school staff to help parents with escorting (Maeda,
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2016), especially when fathers do not actively participate. The
involvement of school staff depends on school policy about staff
escorting a student into school, which is likely to vary across
schools and across cultures.

Cultural Influences on the Use of a Rapid
School Return Approach
The cases presented in this study are not unique to Japan.
For example, Blagg (1987) reported on British adolescents who
refused school and benefited from a rapid return to school. Those
cases were similar to the cases reported in the current study
in the following ways: (a) refusal to go to school subsequent
to experiences such as school transfer, physical illness, and
friendship problems; (b) absence of physical disorder; (c) resistive
responses during the escorting process; and (d) lack of paternal
authority. One of Blagg’s cases involved the treatment of an
adolescent male whose mother was overprotective and whose
father was uninvolved in managing the SR. The parents had
initially chosen for home tuition, which seemed to reinforce the
adolescent’s SR. Thereafter, the therapist physically escorted the
resistive adolescent to school for 2 weeks because the parents
seemed incapable of this. The adolescent resumed attendance
and was still attending school regularly 1 year later. In the
current study, it was sometimes necessary for school staff to
help the parents physically escort the adolescent to school.
This was decided jointly between the parents and school staff
during the initial support meeting, when parents spoke about the
difficulty they previously encountered when escorting their child
to school.

A difference between Blagg’s (1987) intervention and the rapid
school return approach reported in the current study is that
Blagg used warnings about legal action (e.g., the family being
taken to court). The threat of legal action may have been an
important factor in the youths’ return to school. In Japan it
is virtually impossible for school authorities to impose legal
sanctions against parents who do not get their children to school
(Shinohara, 2008). Although it is permissible by law, the law is
rarely applied. Furthermore, local educational boards tend not to
put pressure upon parents to pressure their child to attend school
(Shinohara, 2008), whichmay be a result of media coverage about
not applying pressure (Kawai and Sakurai, 2003).

A peculiarity of the Japanese education system is that students
in compulsory schools can receive automatic promotion to the
next year level and a diploma at graduation age regardless of
school attendance and individual academic achievement (Maeda
and Hatada, 2019). At an individual and family level, this can
discourage youth displaying SR and their parents from pursuing
regular school attendance. At a community level, it can make
it difficult for education and mental health professionals in
Japan to value and implement the school-based rapid school
return approach.

Clearly, cultural influences will impact the type of SR
interventions delivered in different countries, and these
influences will also change over time. It is incumbent upon us
as education and mental health professionals to discern and
deliver culturally and ethically responsive interventions, moving

beyond historical and traditional barriers to how we work
(Gallardo et al., 2009).

Indications and Contra-Indications for
Rapid School Return
It has long been acknowledged that behavioral intervention
involving forced school return can be quite stressful for youth
and parents (Blagg and Yule, 1984; Gullone and King, 1991).
This may explain, in part, why there have been few examples
of behaviorally-oriented rapid school return since the 1990s,
the period in which youth-focused CBT for SR became more
prominent. Literature published in the 2000s has focused,
instead, on the indications and contra-indications associated with
rapid return to school for youth displaying SR.

Kearney (2002a) suggested that immediate return to full-time
attendance is not preferable when youth have high levels of
anxiety and long histories of SR. Wimmer (2003) suggested that
the rapid approach be utilized with great caution because of the
extreme stress that can be experienced by the people involved.
Kearney (2003) advised that rapid school return be stopped when
youth become overanxious or parents cannot tolerate it. At the
same time, it was pointed out that stopping rapid school return
midway reinforces the child’s resolve to refuse school.

In a 2004 review of CBT for youth anxiety and depressive
disorders, Compton et al. discussed extinction in relation to
school phobia. It was argued that “unilateral extinction strategies,
such as when a parent returns the school-phobic child to school
by force, have significant disadvantages relative to consensual
child involvement” (p. 947). Failure to help the young person
internalize a strategy for coping with current and future anxiety-
provoking situations was held to be a key disadvantage. Another
disadvantage reported by Compton et al. is the inability to
address symptoms that parents and teachers may not be
aware of.

In 2007 Kearney and Albano advocated the following
conditions for the use of enforced school attendance: “(a) a child
refusing school only for attention and without any significant
distress or anxiety; (b) parents who are willing to take a child
to school and school officials who are willing to meet the child
at the door of the school building and escort her to class; (c)
presence of two parents or one parent and another adult who can
take the child to school; (d) a child who understands what will
happen if she refuses school; (e) a child currently missing most
school days; (f) a child under age 11 years” (p. 175). With respect
to the first point, education and mental health professionals
can use the School Refusal Assessment Scale—Revised (Kearney,
2002b) to assess the prominence of attention-seeking behavior,
together with other instruments to assess distress and anxiety
(see Ingul et al., 2019). Parsons (2009) also advised that the rapid
school return approach only be utilized by specifically trained
school counselors.

The youth’s developmental level, often estimated via age,
is an important consideration for the use of rapid school
return. As noted, Kearney and Albano (2007) suggested that
rapid school return only be used with youth under 11 years
of age. In the current study the approach was used with 39
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youth older than 12 years. Almost three quarters of these cases
returned to regular attendance at school, calling into question
the recommendation of Kearney and Albano. Kennedy’s (1965)
flooding-based approach was also applied successfully with a
group of adolescents (n= 13). Despite this, Kennedy did not use
the rapid school return approach for Type II SR, characterized in
part by being in the “upper grades.” In effect, Kennedy indirectly
suggested that the rapid school return approach not be used with
older youth displaying SR.

Parent-related factors also warrant consideration when
deciding whether to use a rapid school return approach. First, do
parents experience psychological difficulties which may impact
their role in managing their child’s school attendance? Research
on exposure-based CBT for youth anxiety suggests that when
parents have psychological problems some children may benefit
less from parental involvement in treatment (Berman et al.,
2000). Psychopathology is frequently observed in the parents of
youth displaying SR (Heyne et al., 2015) which may maintain
SR if the parents’ own anxiety or depression interferes with
their capacity to support the child’s return to regular schooling.
For example, parents may be less effective in their use of
instructions and less attentive to any progress made by the
young person (Heyne et al., 2004). A second parent-related
factor to consider is whether parents are capable of remaining
calm and avoiding verbally and physically aggressive behavior
when enforcing school attendance. Hostility or conflict between
parents and youth needs to be addressed before or during
intervention for SR (Kearney and Silverman, 1995), and certainly
before intervention involving rapid school return. Close relatives
may be called upon if parents lack control or are extremely
anxious (Blagg and Yule, 1984) but also if they lack time or
the commitment to block their child’s avoidance behavior (e.g.,
Hargett and Webster, 1996). Third, do the parents believe they
are able to enforce school attendance? Even if parents are able
to regulate their emotions, uncertainty about whether they are
able to implement the rapid return approach would likely impede
the procedure. Parent self-efficacy can be measured via the Self-
Efficacy Questionnaire for Responding to School Attendance
Problems (Heyne et al., 2007).

The few accounts of rapid school return that have been
reported since the 1990s emerge from Japan (e.g., Sonoda and
Takayama, 2006; Ishikawa, 2007;Maeda, 2011, 2012, 2016;Maeda
et al., 2012b). Contra-indications reported in these studies relate
to the presence of physical or mental disorders for youth and
the experience of bullying at school. The main indication for
considering rapid school return was the youth’s unwillingness to
participate in therapy sessions.

In the absence of robust empirically-derived guidelines,
education and mental health professionals must weigh up the
relative merits of a flooding approach versus a part-time increase
in school attendance. According to Yule et al. (1980), each
approach can work in particular cases and “the problem is to
know before-hand which approach to try first with which cases”
(p. 276). King and Ollendick (1989) reviewed desensitization-
based gradual school return and flooding-based rapid school
return as behavioral interventions for SR. They argued that rapid
school return would help minimize secondary gain (e.g., the child

enjoys watching television when not at school) while gradual
return would be required for school refusers with severe anxiety
who are uncomfortable with the rapid approach. Indeed, the
severe and chronic cases of SR, conceptualized as Tier 3 cases in
the Kearney and Graczyk (2014) response-to-intervention model
for absenteeism, likely warrant more intensive assessment and
graduated school return, relative to Tier 2 cases of emerging SR.
However, if it is not possible for the therapist to meet with the
young person to conduct assessment and treatment, a parent-
focused flooding-based approach may need to be considered, in
view of the negative outcomes associated with continued absence
from school.

Summarizing the various considerations about this approach,
rapid school return may be indicated when: (a) youth cannot
be encouraged to participate in treatment (Maeda, 2016); (b)
they do not have genuine physical problems (Blagg and Yule,
1984) or serious mental health problems (Rodriguez et al.,
1959); (c) they are not overly anxious (King and Ollendick,
1989; Kearney, 2002a; Kearney and Albano, 2007) and have
not experienced bullying at school (Ishikawa, 2007; Maeda,
2011, 2012) (d) the young person is enrolled at an appropriate
school (Blagg and Yule, 1984); (e) parents and school staff
agree on the use of rapid return and school staff can make
arrangements to help the young person settle in at school
(Blagg and Yule, 1984; Kearney and Albano, 2007), such as
opportunities to meet with preferred teachers without this
becoming an avoidance of class time (Peterman et al., 2015);
(f) two parents or other appropriate support people can be
involved in escorting (Blagg and Yule, 1984; Kearney and
Albano, 2007); (g) parents receive detailed advice about how
to respond to the young person’s resistive behavior (Blagg
and Yule, 1984); and (h) school staff receive adequate training
in the use of the approach (Parsons, 2009). Rapid return is
contra-indicated when parents experience difficulties (e.g., anger
management; depression; low self-efficacy) and there are no
substitute support people available to escort the young person
to school.

Extrapolating from Compton et al. (2004), once the young
person is attending school again, arrangements should be
made to assess his or her social-emotional functioning and
build coping skills. As an example, Maeda (2012) reported
that seven sessions of social skills training were offered to
a young person who resumed school attendance following
implementation of the school-based rapid school return
approach. Similarly, family dynamics should not be ignored
simply because a decision is made to employ rapid school
return under appropriate conditions. Once youth are attending
school again, attention can shift to the parents’ role in granting
appropriate autonomy to their adolescent child. For example,
in a treatment for anorexia nervosa in adolescents, parents are
initially responsible for supervising aspects of the intervention
(e.g., eating behavior) while in later phases parents reduce
their authority and “take a step back” (Le Grange et al.,
2005). Parents are then encouraged to engage in discussions
with the adolescent about the adolescent increasing personal
autonomy and the parent decreasing authority in areas of the
adolescent’s life.
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Limitations and Further Research
The current study has limitations. First, no assessment was
undertaken with the adolescents because of their refusal to
attend sessions with the counselor. Thus, there was no pre-
or post-intervention data on the adolescents’ mental health
status (except pre-intervention information from parents and
teachers about the absence of diagnosed mental disorders) or
severity of SR (except for data on absenteeism). Thus, the short-
and long-term social-emotional benefits of school return are
unknown. Second, this study was an uncontrolled case series.
Randomized controlled trials need to be conducted to establish
the effectiveness of the rapid school return approach. A wait-list
control condition might be judged unethical by school principals
in Japanese compulsory schools, necessitating a comparison with
treatment as usual and matching youth on key variables (e.g., age,
gender, length of SR). Controlled case studies present another
option, incorporating regular measurement of the adolescent’s
social-emotional functioning. Factors that potentially moderate
the outcome of rapid school return should be measured in future
trials (e.g., family functioning; parenting styles and dimensions;
youth temperament) along with treatment acceptability for
youth, parents, and school staff.

CONCLUSION

The current study explored the effectiveness of a school-based
rapid school return approach for adolescents displaying SR. The
approach is implemented via the school counselor with parents
and school staff; no individual sessions are conducted with
the young person. The case series presented here preliminarily
suggests that positive results can be achieved for a sizable group
of adolescents who display SR and are unwilling to come to
individual therapy sessions. The results also suggest that waiting
for the adolescent’s spontaneous school attendance may best be
avoided. The extent to which adolescents engage in resistive
responses when being escorted to school may be associated

with parenting factors such as parent-child role reversal and
diminished paternal authority. These factors, as well as the other
indications and contra-indications presented here, should be
carefully assessed during the support meeting with parents, prior
to implementing rapid school return. Robust evidence for the
effectiveness of the rapid school return approach with adolescents
is yet to be garnered. The conditions needed to ensure optimal
short-term and long-term outcomes for adolescents also need to
be investigated.
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Introduction: School refusal is an important problem in adolescent psychiatry. However,
little is known about the experience of school refusal among minority youth (migrants and
minority ethnic groups). This study assesses how parents of various cultural backgrounds
experience their adolescents’ school refusal.

Method: This qualitative study is based on interviews of 11 parents of teenagers
diagnosed with school refusal at three adolescent outpatient mental health units in
Paris and its suburbs. Interpretative phenomenological analysis was used for the
thematic investigation.

Results: The analysis found four themes: (i) confronting school and school refusal
distresses parental representations; (ii) school refusal as a failure of the family’s
obligation to succeed after migration; (iii) representations of school that fluctuate with
time since arrival: idealization, followed by mistrust and disappointment in the inequalities,
even the racism; (iv) solutions envisioned for school refusal, confronting the healthcare
system, stigma, and, again, inequality.

Conclusion: All parents question their parenting choices when their children become
school refusers. However, when families belong to minority groups, school refusal calls
into question parents’ relations with the French school system and their immigration
choices. At the same time, the construction of a multicultural identity for children and
adolescents in transcultural situations requires them to strike a balance between two
worlds, and school refusal endangers this delicate negotiation. Subsequent
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misunderstandings can lead clinicians to misdiagnose school refusal as truancy. Clinicians
must take the parents’ culture and migration history into account to minimize the risk of
complete failure of treatment for school refusal and the ensuing inequality of care and
opportunity that can result.
Keywords: school refusal, parents’perception, adolescents, transcultural, cross-cultural, migrant families,
misdiagnosis, access to care
INTRODUCTION

School refusal affects around 1% of pupils and accounts for 5% of
the children seeking psychiatric consultation (1). Berg’s
consensual (2) definition of school refusal includes (a)
reluctance or refusal to attend school, often leading to
prolonged absences, by children who (b) stay home during
school hours with their parents’ knowledge rather than
concealing the problem from them, (c) experience emotional
distress at the prospect of attending school (somatic complaints,
anxiety, and unhappiness), (d) do not show severe antisocial
behavior, and (e) whose parents have made reasonable efforts
(parental pressure) to secure the child’s attendance at school
(3, 4).

Adolescence is a sensitive period during which the risks of
serious consequences of school refusal are highest (5–7).
Without adequate treatment, most youths with school refusal
continue to have school attendance problems and emotional
distress (8), leading to short- and long-term adverse outcomes
such as anxiety disorders (9), depression (10), unemployment,
socialization disorders, and a higher risk of developing a
psychiatric disorder (11–13). Early intervention is required,
and prognosis depends on how much school the child misses
(14). School refusal both affects and involves the adolescents’
families, and family characteristics are one of the four categories
of risk factors for school refusal; the others are the individual, the
school, and the community (15, 16).

Historically, family functioning has been considered a central
cause of school refusal (14, 17). Researchers focused first on the
preponderance of phobic disorders among mothers of girls with
school refusal (18), subsequently arguing that parental disorders,
family structures, and relationships play a determinative role in
the frequency or severity of school refusal: parental lack of self-
esteem (19), psychiatric disorders such as anxiety, depression, or
stress (16), and marital disagreement or parental inconsistency
(20). Nonetheless, some school refusal cases have not appeared to
involve any family pathology or dysfunction and show the need
for a broader understanding of these issues (5).

Societal changes affect not only adolescents, but also their
parents, and the relationships between them. Expectations about
the roles of parents continue to expand; they are today supposed
to be good teachers as well as good parents (21). Some aspects of
modern life favor school refusal, including but not limited to the
prolongation of compulsory schooling and increasing school
competition (22). French public schools, which were designed
to—and did for a long time—function as a social ladder, are now
criticized as an outdated system that mostly reproduces
g 2149
inequalities (23). Although school refusal spares no
socioeconomic environment, it is clearly those from lower
socioeconomic levels who are in need of guaranteed equal
access to care.

Cultural variables play a role in school refusal. Yamada
highlighted the role of the school model in current Japanese
culture and the pressures, uniformity, and extreme competition
it induces. He also pointed out marked societal changes: growing
urbanization, a rising divorce rate, the spread of the nuclear
family model, and the parallel decline of the traditional extended
family structure (24). Kenji Kameguchi, considering school
refusal to be a revolution in this Confucian society, has
proposed family treatment of school refusal that focuses not on
the child but on strengthening the parents’ relationship (25).

Some cultural categories of students are overrepresented in a
topic that is closely related to school refusal but different:
absenteeism. In the United States, national absenteeism
statistics (for students aged 9–10 and 13–14 years) find rates of
25%–29% among Native Americans, 21%–24% among Hispanics
and African-Americans, 18%–19% among whites, but only 12%–
13% among Asians and Pacific Islanders (26). School
absenteeism principally concerns children coming from poor
families, leading some authors to point out the economic and
cultural dimensions of not completing school (27, 28). These
dimensions apply to most aspects of school success. Among the
15–16-year olds in the French public school system, 25% have an
immigrant background; at the same time, the French school
system capacity for integration is mediocre at best (29). In
France, these young people not only encounter academic
difficulties, but also have a higher risk of grade repetition and
dropout ideation than native-born students (30).

In 2008, Christopher Kearney stressed that the “cross-cultural
aspects of … school refusal behavior remain in need of greater
exploration and explication” (31). Since then, only a few papers
have raised the question of culture and school refusal. According
to Benoit, the school refusal of migrant adolescents might reveal
their fear of losing their family cultural codes through academic
and social achievement (32). Marie-Rose Moro’s team at the
Maison des Adolescents (an outpatient unit dedicated to
psychiatric care of adolescents) has been working for years
with migrant adolescents and children, as well as with the
children of migrants (33). Preadolescence and adolescence are
especially vulnerable periods for children with this background
(34). Moro links this vulnerability to the gap experienced by
migrant children between their “inside world, linked to the
affectivity and cultural universe of parents” and their “outside
world, of school and media” governed by the norms of the host
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country (35). For children of migrants, schooling also means
becoming part of French institutions, learning their language and
their codes (36).

During adolescence, as part of the process of identity
construction, teens come to question their vision of their
parents as strong and reliable. In migrant families, this
questioning may be increased because the culture codes of the
parents are not relayed by the host country (37). Adolescent
empowerment and peer group affiliations cause these teens to
call into question these two worlds and the balance between
them; migrants’ adolescent children must negotiate their
identities carefully (38, 39). The not infrequent weakening of
these families by events causing migration can impede this
negotiation and leave the adolescents caught in a conflict of
loyalty between these two worlds, in which the school may take
the symbolic place of the outside world, the host country. These
cross-cultural issues can lead to various negative school events,
such as failing examinations or school refusal (40).

Few studies on school refusal have focused on parents who
are immigrants to the country they live in, and none specifically
on parents’ experiences. Parents are distressed by their children’s
inability to go to school, their fear of school. This situation calls
their parenting ability into question, at a minimum in their own
minds. For a youth with school refusal, parents are the primary
interlocutors of both school and clinicians. Thus, cultural
differences cannot be ignored in the parents’ dialogue with
health care, social work, and educational institutions.

This study explores the experience of migrant parents of
adolescents diagnosed with school refusal. It identifies the
common aspects of these experiences, the meanings that these
parents attribute to their children’s school refusal, and their
pathway to care. Improving our understanding of migrant
parents’ behavior towards their teens and health care
institutions will help to provide equal and early access to care
for every child with school refusal.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

This qualitative, phenomenological, and inductive study explores
parental representations of school refusal in a transcultural
context. The central role of empirical results combined with an
inductive process enables original findings (41). A
phenomenological framework, because of its similarity to the
approach used in clinical psychology and psychiatry, appears
most appropriate for studying the experience of distress (42).
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 3150
The choice of this methodology allows us to explore here the
subjective experiences of parents in all their diversity, to
approach the sensitive issue of their cultural origins, and to
understand the relation between these origins and their
experience of their children’s school issues.
Sampling
The research group initially recruited young people with school
refusal; their parents were secondarily recruited for this study.
The adolescents were aged 12 to 21 years old, had been diagnosed
with school refusal according to Berg’s criteria (detailed in the
first paragraph of the introduction) and receiving psychiatric
care for more than 6 months. They had multicultural origins,
defined as having at least one parent from a different culture, that
is, different from that of metropolitan France. French overseas
departments and territories were considered to be different
cultures. This definition was deliberately broad. Sampling was
purposive, and the subjects selected were representative of typical
cases (43). The contact was made via the psychiatrists seeing
each youth. They presented the research project, provided the
youth with an information sheet for themselves and their
parents, and then asked their young patients to participate.
The adolescents were separately interviewed for another study
by the research group. The youths were recruited from three
different Maisons des Adolescents (adolescent outpatient
psychiatric units) (33): Maison de Solenn (Hospital Cochin,
Paris), Casita (Hospital Avicenne, Bobigny), and Casado
(Hospital St Denis, St Denis), the latter two in disadvantaged
inner suburbs northeast of Paris.
Data Collection
Once the adolescent agreed to parental interviews, research team
members called the parents to provide information about the
study and set up a meeting for face-to-face semistructured
interviews of around an hour. Each parent was interviewed
alone at the hospital, in a public place (cafe), or at their home.
The interviews were conducted from January 2017 through April
2018, by one of four different people: a child psychiatrist (LB),
and three residents working on different topics of the same
research project (among them LR). The interview guide was
designed by the research group for this study (Table 1). During
the interview, the researcher explored the parents’ narratives of
their children’s history of school refusal, their representations of
the schools involved, the school system, and their children, and
their relationships with the French public institutions providing
TABLE 1 | Interview guide (starter questions).

1. Current family situation - How old is your child? Does he/she have brothers and sisters? What is your marital and professional situation? Currently, how are things
going for him/her?
2. History of the disease, understanding of the disorder - When did your child start being afraid of school? Were you the only one worrying? Did someone draw your
attention to his/her difficulties? Do you remember what worried you first? What drew your attention to the problem? When and how did you understand his/her
difficulties? How did your spouse (his/her mom or dad) understand them? Your family?
3. Relationships with school - How did the school react to your child’s school refusal? Were you able to talk to the teachers? The school nurses? The school doctors?
4. Relationships with care - When did you decide to consult a health professional? Which one? Did you get any advice? What kind of care was provided?
5. Cultural specificities - How many languages does your child speak? When did you decide to come to France? How was the journey? What does your family think
about your child’s fear of school?
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education and health services. All interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim, in full.
Ethical Standards
This study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of an appropriate ethics review board
(Inserm ethics review board, IRB 00003888) with audio-
recorded consent. All subjects (adolescents and their parents)
gave informed consent for the research and for the publication of
the datasets (characteristics of the study population and direct
quotations from the participants) in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki and French law. All interviews have
been anonymized and the datasets deidentified.
Analysis
The analysis appl ied the method of interpretat ive
phenomenological analysis (IPA), which enables the study of
the meaning subjects construct from their experiences (44).
Meticulous analysis of the interviews as each was completed
enabled us to identify a set of superordinate themes, each linked
to several themes describing all of the experiences narrated (45).
Factors considered in selecting the themes included but were not
limited to the frequency with which they were mentioned, the
richness of the passages illustrating them, and how they
illuminated other aspects of the narrative.

The principal researcher, LR, analyzed the interviews to
optimize the validity of the results. The interviews were
independently coded by two researchers (LR and LB). Codes
were discussed during group meetings to enable triangulation,
which both enriches the analysis and serves as a quality control
process (46). The methodological criteria were retrospectively
verified according to the COREQ (Consolidated criteria for
Reporting Qualitative research) checklist.
RESULTS

Population
Eleven migrant parents of adolescents with school refusal
completed interviews. Their characteristics are summarized in
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 4151
Table 2. The teenagers easily agreed to participate and let us
question their parents; but it was more difficult to
include parents.

Three couples were interviewed, separately: the parents of
Ana, Michael, and Akash. Ana’s parents both arrived in France
as children. Her mother (P5) was born in Spain, her father (P6)
in Portugal. Michael’s parents are both French nationals. His
mother (P7) was born in metropolitan France, of modest Breton
origin. His father (P8) was born in Martinique, as were both
paternal grandparents (of African and Indian origin). Akash’s
parents are both Tamils from Sri Lanka and arrived in France in
the 1990s as adults. Only the father speaks a few words of French;
the mother does not speak French at all. Each was interviewed
with an interpreter.

In the remaining families, only mothers could be interviewed.
Abdel’s mother (P11) was born in Algeria but describes herself as
half-Moroccan, half-Algerian. His father was born in Morocco
but has Algerian nationality. Merlin’s mother (P1) is French, and
his father Albanian. Leila’s mother (P3) is Algerian of Kabyle
origin. She refused to let us question her husband, also Kabyle.
Lea’s mother (P4) is French and her father Italian. Lea refused to
let us interview her father because of family tensions.

The parents were separated in only one family. Dalla’s mother
(P2) was born in Dakar, Senegal, and belongs to the Soninke
community. Dalla’s father, with whom Dalla has almost no
contact, comes from the same community, as does her stepfather.
Thematic Analysis
The phenomenological thematic analysis of the interviews enabled
us to uncover 10 themes, organized around four superordinate
themes. The first shows how school refusal disrupts parental
representations; the second that families perceive school refusal
as their failure to achieve their obligation to succeed, to improve
their children’s future and opportunities by their migration; the
third concerns the fluctuations of parents’ representations of
French schools between idealization, mistrust , and
disappointment; and the last brings together the various
solutions, standard, unusual, or traditional, that parents
considered and their representations of them; these include the
discovery of adolescent psychiatry, confrontation with otherness,
TABLE 2 | Characteristics of the study population.

N Sex Children first name Place of birth Cultural particularity Spouse place of birth Spoken language at home Recruitment area

P1 F Merlin France Albania French 75
P2 F Dalla Mali Soninke Unknown French 93
P3 F Leila Algeria Kabyle Algeria Kabyle 93
P4 F Lea France Italy French 75
P5 F Ana Spain Portugal French 75
P6 M Portugal Spain

P7 F Michael France Martinique French 93
P8 M France Martinique France

P9 F Akash Sri Lanka Tamil Sri Lanka Tamil 93
P10 M Sri Lanka Tamil

P11 F Abdel Algeria Morocco French and Arab 93
January 2020 | Volu
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the difficulty of access to care, and exploration of other types of care
including “traditional” methods.

The Disruption of Parental Representations by
School Refusal
Culture as a Strong Element of Identity
For some parents, the culture of the country of origin is a source
of comfort; for others, these memories are painful, marked by
war, violence, or poverty. Some of them fled war, with no choice.
The country’s historical or current problems remains a source of
anxiety in some parents’ discourse, even after migration,
especially when relatives still live there.

Certain character traits, described as specific to the culture of
the birth country, have a strong identity value. Parental attitudes
may thus be legitimized by cultural affiliations. One mother
explained that the distance between her husband and her
children and the gendered distribution of parental duties are
due to his southern Italian origins.
Fronti
He’s having a hard time finding his place in all this….
He is a typical Italian dad; the mother raises the kids
while the dad works (P4).
Religious faith can be a way of nurturing a cultural
attachment and sense of belonging to the country of origin.
Some parents, however, feel that their religious practices are
irreconcilable with the standards of the host country. This raises
questions about cultural transmission and strategies
of integration.

Cultural Transmission and Integration Strategies
While some parents take on their cultural affiliations as facets of
their identity, others teach their children that it is better to keep
them private, at home. They may present risks for the child in the
host country: these transmitted practices must paradoxically be
both preserved and concealed. Thus, Leila’s mother teaches her
daughter how to live her religious beliefs or traditions covertly,
separating her private life practices from what she does in the
outside world.
I’ve told her many times, “My darling, if you want to
apply your religion, go to Algeria! There we apply it, it’s
halal, it’s the headscarf, you dress as you want, but here
if you want to succeed in your life you have to blend
in!” (P3).
Another strategy parents teach their children is to cultivate a
judicious distance towards the cultural logic, especially that of
the country of origin. One mother, for example, described the
caste system of her Soninke ethnic group with a critical tone and
a sense of complicity with the interviewer, while underlining her
membership in a superior caste. Children who have grown up in
a different country can be critical of its traditional systems.

Cultural Confrontation Calls the Parents’ Cultural Logic
Into Question
The family roles that they are expected to play in the host
country can be new for the parents. Childcare professionals in
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 5152
schools and in health care facilities remind parents of these
differences and of the role they are supposed to adopt in the host
country. School refusal challenges what it means to be a child, to
be a parent, and to become an adult. It causes parents to question
their family organization and upsets them, for they do not know
how to be the kind of parents they feel expected to be in France.
The birth country solutions to school refusal are often
inapplicable. Alongside this other school culture emerges
another definition of parenthood.

Adhering to the norms of parenthood of their birth country
might even break the law in this different place. Parents may feel
completely paralyzed in their parental role, unable even to advise
their child.
At home, if we didn’t go to class, the parents would hit
us, tie us up, they would beat us saying: “You have to go
to class”. But here, if we beat him, we’ll end up in jail….
So, I cannot do anything, I cannot ask him, I cannot
talk to him, because he gets angry and… I cannot even
try to start a discussion, or push him a little … (P10).
Their children’s grasp of some norms and not others confuses
the parents. Some young people surprisingly claim their parents’
cultural models. One adolescent explained to his mother that
stopping school would not be a problem, because he would
embrace Albanian culture, living in the same house as his
parents. She reported what he said to her:
Albanian women stay with their parents… I’ll go get an
Albanian woman and then I’ll stay with you (P1).
School Refusal and Culture Refusal
Sometimes, school refusal accompanies the adolescent’s lack of
interest in the customs of their family culture. This rejection can
be very painful for parents with a strong cultural identity. When
it happens, they always express their hope that it is a
temporary phenomenon.

Some adolescents even demonstrate hostility toward any
cultural affiliations with the country of origin. The Tamil
parents developed few cultural connections to their new
country, barely speaking French. They relied on their son to
mediate everything. He did it all, but he refused to show any
interest in Tamil customs or culture:
He’s not interested in the Tamil world, he doesn’t watch
movies, music. Even when there’s a party, he sits, he
doesn’t move (P10).
School Refusal as Parental Failure to Meet the
Obligation to Succeed
High Expectations, Special Children Who Carry the Old
Country Within and Must Succeed in the New Country
Nearly all of these parents had great hopes for these idealized
children with bright futures, and all the children had been
worthy until school refusal occurred. They were the pride of
their parents, admired by family, friends, and teachers. In this
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exile, some children carried their parents’ dreams of a better life.
The Tamil mother admitted:
Fronti
I imagined he could study engineering, before, I
dreamed that he could go for advanced schooling, that
he … I put all my dreams, in fact,… in him (P9).
The children often made these requirements of excellence
their own; most demanded high academic results of themselves.
Many parents pointed out that the demands for success did not
come from them but from the child. Some children themselves
had special ambitions, aspiring to attain a higher socioeconomic
level than their parents and qualify for prestigious occupations:
architect, engineer, airline plane, or upper level jobs in the
luxury industry.

Some parents explained the special status of their child by
their belonging to a significant caste in the country of origin. At a
minimum, children are supposed to maintain the social status
they had in the old country. Dalla’s mother explained that her
daughter belongs to the leading caste:
She’s part of the caste … Dalla, she’s a princess, in fact,
in her father’s village, and him, he is … king, these are
the leaders of the village (P2).
When these very high cultural expectations are combined
with a surface strategy of hyper-adaptation to the host country,
parental demands appear paradoxical— to be proud and hide at
the same time. This can lead to resistance by adolescents, who
may choose to assert their family cultural identity and blame
their parents for not doing so. This can cause real conflict. Leila’s
mother (P3) described one such argument, when her daughter
was in the hospital:
[Leila] said to me, “Why didn’t you tell them that I eat
halal!” [I said], “Imposing on the hospital to make you a
special [Halal] meal: are you crazy? (outraged tone)
You don’t want to eat, you say ‘I’m not eating.”…
Sometimes she tells me “you’re not a good Muslim.”
Even if they are not the oldest, these youths have had the status
of an oldest child, recognized for exceptional qualities that have
earned them their parents’ trust. More than their siblings, they have
been able to understand both the inner and the outside world. For
the families where the parents do not speak French, the oldest has
indeed been a translator and a guide for the new country.
Since the beginning, since the day he could read, since
then, he’s always helped the family to do everything….
All the questions at the bank, he explains everything.
Yes, he looks at the accounts, he says, “Here is, there’s
the problem.” He has managed everything since
always (P9).
He did not share his siblings’ childish behavior, but behaved
as an adult who has and meets his responsibilities, to the point of
parentification, that is, reversing the roles of the generations.
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 6153
The families who immigrated earlier, where the parents
themselves were educated in France, had more moderate
expectations of their children. These parents, having endured
great pressure for academic success from their own parents, have
been careful not to impose this on their children.

Some parents perceive the adolescent’s academic failure as a
major blow, a hurt commensurate with the hopes and dreams they
had for him or her. The children change from over-invested,
supported in all their projects, to … nothing. Many parents
pointed out the strangeness of this failure for a child who has the
ability to succeed brilliantly at school. The parents, family, teachers,
and family doctors share the shock and disappointment of the
demotion, as does the teenager. As Michael’s mother said:
He had tremendous potential, because he has enormous
potential, but hey, that’s it, it’s not … basically it didn’t
work out (P8).
The child’s failure feels to the parents like their own, aborting
the social elevation they sought for the next generation. The
culmination, the goal of the difficult journey of migration was
supposed to be their children’s success.

The Parent’s Perceived Obligation to Their Social Circle
and Their Family to Succeed
The expectations of academic success are thus part of a broader
obligation of social success; children are called upon to climb the
social ladder, but above all, they must not lose their initial social
status. It is unthinkable for the parents to have a status in the host
country inferior, as judged by those in the old country, to what
they had had there.

Among the families that immigrated early, the parents we
interviewed were themselves educated in France on their arrival.
In these families, different representations of school coexist. The
parents feel out of step with their family: their own parents, the
grandparents of these adolescents, lived at a time when, if they
even could go to school rather than work, severe corporal
punishment was common, and parents always considered the
teacher to be right. The more recent immigrants may even have
experienced this more severe schooling in their birth country.
Ana’s mother describes her parent’s school:
When the student misbehaved, [the teacher] put him in
a corner that had salt on the floor and made him kneel
on it. It was very hard to stay in that position….
Parents listened to the teachers, the teachers were right
and they determined your future (P6).
From the perspective of these grandparents (and newer
immigrants), going to school is an opportunity and the
p r o b l em o f s c ho o l r e f u s a l a p p e a r s c omp l e t e l y
incomprehensible, especially at a school with no corporal
punishment . This intergenerat ional gap in school
representations is found in both the French-educated families
participating in the study and among families of newer migrants.
This mother explains how the Italian grandmother does not
understand her granddaughter’s school refusal:
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Fronti
She didn’t study at all, she went to school very little, and
her life was rough, complicated. And I think she would
like everything to work out, but she doesn’t understand
all that (P4).
This was true for all the grandparents mentioned
in interviews.

The parents’ representations of school are different from
those of both their parents and their children. This gap leads
to such opposition that a three-generation dialogue on
educational and academic problems is difficult, if not
impossible. Parents made it clear that their own parents are
not a source of further understanding about the problem of
school refusal, to whom they could turn for help. Many have thus
abandoned the idea of making their parents understand their
children’s difficulties. The corollary of this silence is the
loneliness of both the parents and grandparents, isolated from
one another. Dialogue between them ends, for silence is
preferable to conflict. To protect themselves, the parents say
nothing or even lie. The family validation of their own parental
role is at stake and endangered by the children’s school refusal.
This father clearly explains that abandoning his son’s schooling
means dishonoring the whole family, especially himself.
No, I didn’t talk about it, because otherwise… Even the
high school diploma, some people asked:” did he get it?
We said yes because otherwise it’s a big deal. We don’t
talk about it…. He has to succeed so that there’s pride.
People won’t say that he is sad, that he thinks about this
or that or I don’t know what. They’ll just say that the
parents don’t know how to raise their child … It’s very
hard for me … It’s as if, the fact that my son does not
succeed, it’s as if I had failed something, especially the
oldest child (P10).
The failure of his eldest son puts his own obligation to succeed
at stake. His own family laid this obligation on him when he
migrated; he cannot fail. The only way for this father to avoid
stigma is to lie.

Representations of School: Idealization, Mistrust,
and Disappointment
Disappointment
Some parents, because they immigrated as adults, or because they
lack an academic education, knew nothing about the French
school system and idealized it. In general, parents counted on the
school to enable their children to climb the social ladder.

Most were aware of the inequalities in schools and their
success (or failure) rates. Often dissatisfied with the school maps,
they looked for the best possible institution. They sought the best
possible conditions for their child: tranquility but also access to a
certain level of shared culture.

Some parents had learned that French schools were far from
ideal during their own childhood, when they arrived at an early
age and began school. Several fathers and one mother had faced
discrimination in schools that had oriented them early on
towards vocational classes and hurt them deeply all along the
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 7154
way. The racist clichés and discriminatory actions of teachers
and other pupils intensified language problems. Ana’s father
endured jokes about the Portuguese; Abdel’s mother could not
find a single apprenticeship in hairdressing in Lille.
Every time I went for an internship … I was told “We
don’t take North Africans.” It disgusted me and I gave
up (P 11).
Many viewed the school system as racist, implicitly ranking
immigrants according to context and country of origin. They
were wary of the school environment, where discrimination is
implicit if it is not explicit. It seemed inevitable to most of the
parents interviewed that their children would someday be
victims of racism.
The fact that he is mixed-race, precisely, I paid special
attention to that because I know it’s a delicate
matter (P7).
This mother, married to a native of Martinique, then implied
that it is easier to be of Korean origin than of African and
Martiniquais origin, that is, that being Asian is generally better
accepted than being black. Another mother explained that her
daughter has her father’s Portuguese last name and is thus
entitled to several nicknames and repeated jokes about
Portuguese concierges (caretakers).

The higher the level, the more discriminatory schools
become. Michael began his school refusal in architecture
school; his mother explained that these schools are less diverse;
she worried about the trivialization of racist clichés that her son
innocently reports to her.

Know the School and Its Limits, Adapt, and Act
Communication with the school requires several prerequisites,
which the schools themselves do not appear to be aware of. The
need to decode what goes on and is said in school is obvious to
families who have been living in the country for a long time,
especially when the parents attended school here. The situation is
quite different for families who have migrated only recently,
especially if they come from a country with a radically different
school culture.

The overall school institution is culturally coded; being able to
identify the different interlocutors requires specific knowledge of
its organization. The example of the Tamil family is especially
striking because it is the only family in which neither parent
speaks fluent French. They were summoned to be informed of
their son’s severe difficulties by a school psychologist using an
interpreter, by telephone. They did not understand the
psychologist’s function and had never seen her before. These
communication difficulties resulted in shocking and sudden
awareness of their son’s problems. They understood the extent
of these problems and how long they had been present only later;
they felt completely shunted aside by the school. Indeed, we only
understood what happened because a Tamil interpreter was
present during the research interview. The father received text
messages that his son was absent but lacked the linguistic and
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cultural knowledge to perceive the implicit content of
the messages.

One criterion of knowledge of the system is the ability to
challenge it. Being able to look critically at the school system and
find the best solution for one’s children requires extensive
knowledge. For example, Ana’s mother had a friend who was a
Spanish teacher, who criticized the private school that both their
children attended, specifically on the basis of a teacher’s
inadequate written French. To be able to observe these errors
requires, quite obviously, excellent mastery of the French
language. The mother, Spanish and long well-integrated, has
no illusions about the integrating role of this school. It is clear to
her that the school will not understand or care about cultural
differences; she knows it’s impossible:
Fronti
The teachers are overwhelmed … It’s a Catholic school,
but there are Muslims, there are Jews, there’s a little bit
of everything (P5).
Some informed parents choose private schools, as Ana’s
father did, to protect their children from the French public-
school system, the racism of which he had experienced and
suffered from when he was a child:
We decided to put them in a private school because it
would be better for them, they would have normal
lessons, they would be in a good school, a good class,
with good pupils. So that they would have what I did
not (P6).
Solutions Envisioned for School Refusal and Their
Representations
Encountering the Mental Health System: Calling Otherness
Into Question Again
Lacking the necessary institutional codes makes a relationship to
mental health care similar to that to the school. Parents sit at
consultations in a discreet, withdrawn posture for fear of making
a mistake or breaking some taboo and being judged a bad parent.
Professionals sometimes misinterpret this attitude and think that
the parents are uninvested, although it is actually a sign of respect
and an effort not to interfere. Hospitals and clinics, like schools,
are public establishments, a symbol considered equivalent to
French culture.

The rules of the health care system can unintentionally violate
various cultural representations of parenting. The concept of
majority that gives young people access to medical confidentiality
can distress a Tamil woman as a mother by excluding her from her
child’s care. Some parents felt stigmatized because of their cultural
difference and perceived a need to defend themselves. Families are
often struck by the systematic questions about their own childhood
or their way of life when they do not, at least at first, see that these
have any association with their children’s difficulties. Their cultural
difference is thus perceived as a possible flaw in their parenting.
Stigma can extend to factors besides cultural origin, such as family
models. A mother stigmatized because she grew up in foster or
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 8155
residential care has similar difficulties in defending herself from an
insistent psychiatrist or social worker.

Real Inequalities in Access to Health Care
Standing up to judgments and to cultural stigma requires self-
assurance on the part of parents. Some families question the
relevance of care, but questioning is an ability that must be
acquired; as for the school system, knowledge is necessary.
School refusal often seems treatment-resistant, and the parents’
helplessness is reflected by the failure of psychiatry in
their discourse.

Knowledge of the health care system is an evident advantage
in obtaining quick access to specialized structures. A strong
relational network makes it possible to find an appropriate
facility. Ana’s parents have been in France since they were
children and have an extended social network in Paris. A
friend recommended the Maison des Adolescents, and they
obtained an appointment within a reasonable delay.

By contrast, the lack of both knowledge and a network
resulted in a very long delay in appropriate care for the Tamil
family, isolated and unable to communicate easily in French.
Their child Akash was not referred to theMaison des Adolescents
until very late, after almost two years of severe absenteeism, on
the eve of his baccalaureate examination. This delay was due
mainly to communication problems with the school.

Exploring Other Solutions Outside the Standard French
System
Traditional or “old-country” therapies appeared to be a taboo
subject. While Leila talked easily about the different explanations
of her difficulties by her family in Algeria and the possibility that
someone cast a hex on her, her mother was defensive about the
idea, responding vaguely, vacillating between agreement and
refusal. The mother quickly dropped this hypothesis,
attributing it to her own mother or husband and positioning
herself outside these cultural representations:
That’s what my mom told me … my husband agrees
with you. He says it’s not their fault. It’s like you say, it’s
not on purpose. But after all, I don’t know what to
think (P3).
Leila’s mother was uncomfortable talking about traditional
Kabyle practices, but we know from the interview with Leila that
a traditional ritual was performed to protect her. The mother
expressed a pejorative view of those popular beliefs: “if we
listened to them,” “them” as opposed to herself, “a believer”
with a strong Muslim identity. She contrasted Kabyle rituals to
Muslim belief and minimized their impact.

Abdel’s mother also quickly refuted the evil-eye hypothesis.
She made fun of it, labeling it “that rigmarole.”
Yes, I must admit, when my son wasn’t feeling well after
the wedding, I thought about it. I thought about it.
After, it’s over. I thought maybe at the wedding, there
were many family members and all that. It’s true with
us, there is a lot of rigmarole. I thought about it (P11).
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Akash’s father also avoided the question of traditional
therapies for his son. He imagined a somatic cause for his
son’s school refusal. This representation was invalidated by the
French model, where anxiety is represented as something
psychological instead.
Fronti
Me, I proposed to go see a specialist, a neurologist, and I
was told that it was useless, that it was not the problem,
but that it was rather here, that it was work that’s not
so neurological or … medical at this level, but rather
psychiatric (P10).
Akash’s mother was much more at ease describing the care
they sought. Less defensive, she spontaneously explained that
they saw a traditional Tamil priest who was both an astrologer
and numerologist. His divination linked Akash’s problems to
the position of the stars, unfavorable to him. She described
the prescriptions she followed in both countries, for the
priest recommended prayers in France and offerings in
Sri Lanka.

Nonetheless, the hypothesis of a vulnerability due to
migration emerges from her discourse, linking the fatigue that
prevents her son from going to school to a difficulty in
reconciling two poles, hot and cold, India and France. This
problem developed when he was little. The etiological hypothesis
is thus that a violent cultural blending made Akash vulnerable—
the violent differences between the two countries, the
two climates.
We went to India when he was little and at that time it
was very, very hot there, he ate lots and lots of ice
cream, because it was very hot…. And when he came
back here, he caught something. I think it’s linked to the
heat and the cold here… he was hospitalized more than
two weeks, he had more than 40°C fever, we had to
immerse him in cold water so that his body … It was
very hard for me…. But we never knew what it was.
And after, it was better, but the fatigue remained, the
physical fatigue (P9).
Other families looked for new solutions inspired by other
models. Some joined community groups against bullying, while
others served as parents’ representatives. Those parents,
extremely invested in their child’s schooling and trying to
make up for the insufficient protection of the school system by
intervening more at the school level, were the most socially
integrated parents in the study.

For Ana’s family, which is also very well integrated, one
solution considered was sending her abroad to avoid the French
school system. This family knows a lot about other existing
school systems. They claim that their migratory experience is a
strength that will allow Ana to travel if she wants and find
another solution, elsewhere, if no solution in the French system
suits her. The father has traveled repeatedly back and forth
between France and Portugal, claiming this freedom with a
certain pride.
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If that’s what she wants and if it’s better elsewhere, yes
of course without hesitation, she’ll leave. Maybe she’ll
come back, we don’t know, maybe she’ll stay or she’ll go
wherever she wants. In the family we are travelers, you
know. (Laughter) We’ve gone to the four corners of the
world so that’s it, we are travelers (P6).
DISCUSSION

School Refusal Calls Family Roles Into
Question
Mothers responded to our research with enthusiasm. Most of
them gladly shared their experiences, and many pointed out at
the end of the interview that they had confided more than they
had thought. They transmit their birth country culture and those
speaking a different language teach it to their children: Spanish
for Ana, Tamil for Akash, Arabic for Leila and Abdel. They also
transmit coping and adaptive strategies to their children to help
them avoid discrimination. These strategies reveal their
representations of the French system; because they think the
system is intolerant of their Muslim religion, both Abdel’s and
Leila’s mothers have taught their children to remain discreet and
hide their differences from the outside world.

Fathers are significantly underrepresented in these interviews,
perhaps reflecting a weakened paternal function. Only one
family, Dalla’s, included a stepparent; all the other sets of
parents were still living together. We were unable to interview
half the fathers, although we repeatedly asked to do so. Lea, in
conflict with her father, refused to allow us to interview him.
Another father could not be reached. An appointment with
Leila’s father was set up, but his wife forbade the contact.
Three fathers were interviewed. Two had immigrated as
children and speak excellent French; both experienced racism
as children, and both were particularly concerned about their
teenagers’ academic difficulties. The third had arrived more
recently and spoke very little French. He actually came to the
interview due to a misunderstanding: he thought he had an
appointment with his son’s care team, rather than a
research interview.

These interviews shed light on the fathers’ roles. In patriarchal
societies, the father is the interface permitting family and society
to interact (47). Migration weakens the paternal function because
he lacks knowledge about the host country culture and rules;
often at the same time, however, he is the breadwinner, whose
work determines the family’s economic and social status.
Linguistic obstacles and economic difficulties combine to call
his place into question. An educational model in the host country
radically different from that in the birth country can be a real
challenge for paternal function. This is the case for Akash’s father
who tends to withdraw respectfully. He misunderstood the
apparent attitude of the French educational system,
misperceiving it to prohibit him from raising his child in his
own way; this withdrawal in turn led the school to view him as an
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uncaring or neglectful father. The original devaluation of the
culture goes hand in hand with depreciation of the parental
image and can result in adolescents’ absence of interest in their
parents’ culture, as it did for Akash. This depreciation of the
image with which the adolescent naturally identifies may be
considered one key to school refusal in migrant families; it leads
to a depressive affect among these adolescents, as well as to their
parentification (48).

The generation of grandparents and the extended family are
also concerned by school refusal. Grandparents, whether
remaining in the birth country or living in the new country,
mostly did not have the opportunity to attend school but
worked from a very early age. They do not understand the
adolescents’ problems. This misunderstanding can lead to a
breakdown in relationships between grandchildren and
grandparents, but also between the grandparents and their
own children. Family ties are challenged by school refusal,
often notably loosened. Parents sometimes even lie to their
parents to hide the school problems.

Parental loss of authority sometimes results in the teenager’s
parentification. The parents in this study mainly described their
children by terms such as mature and responsible. Studious and
trustworthy, their parents delegated many responsibilities to
them. The cases of Leila and Akash are particularly
representative. Leila was treated as the oldest when she is in
fact the second oldest sibling, and Akash was considered to be the
only child able to translate the French world to his parents and to
fully understand them. He therefore became an essential
interpreter of the French world for his parents. In extreme
cases, this mechanism results in a paradoxical filiation (49),
where the son finds himself above his father’s law. We can
wonder if these adolescents’ roles as mediators, interpreters, and
translators of the institutions of France might perhaps confer too
much power on them, bestow an omnipotence that hinders their
adaptation to the school and social systems.

Transcultural Interpretation of Anxiety-
Based School Refusal
All the adolescents involved in this study were good, even
excellent students, until anxiety exploded—anxiety about
school, about knowledge—and froze everything. School refusal
raises questions about relations to knowledge, desire to learn, and
hunger for autonomy. In the words of Margaret Mahler,
migration can be thought of as a process of separation-
individuation: in separating from the country of origin, the
migrant also separates from internal objects related to it (50).
For these second-generation migrant youth, the construction of
adolescence, the desire for autonomy, the investment of the
outside world, might well conflict with their loyalty to their
family, to their parents’ culture. Unless they can negotiate a
resolution by blending these two cultures, this conflict can
substantially inhibit their cognitive and social functioning in
the school environment.

All of these teenagers were enrolled in general (i.e., academic)
education programs and had good grades; each had intended to
continue postsecondary studies after high school. When
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children’s anxiety prevents them from attending middle or
high school, their future—their occupation, their income, their
social status—is jeopardized. Several of their parents repeatedly
insisted to us on these adolescents’ wonderful qualities,
describing them as brilliant youths with bright futures in
professions far above those of their parents. These teens may
perceive their parents to be asking their child to invest, succeed in
the host society, where the parents have not achieved as much as
they would have liked. This imposed obligation may be especially
painful in adolescence, when the construction of identity
imposes so many choices of culture, acceptance, and loyalty (37).

From a transcultural point of view, school refusal can be
interpreted as resulting from the problems adolescents have in
managing simultaneously their relations with their family and
with the outside world of school, as well as the relations between
their family and school. This difficulty is associated with a fragile
representation of self, parents, and family. Another
manifestation of this conflict is an oscillation between
moments of rejecting their parents’ culture and returning to it.
These contradictory movements accompanying school refusal
upset parents. They worry that their child will no longer
participate in community festivities; inversely they are
surprised to see their teenager again interested in things related
to the parents’ birth country. Ana’s father is surprised that she is
learning Portuguese, his native language, while refusing to attend
school. Leila’s case is an extreme example, with a massive cultural
division separating the inside world, the house, where family
members can live according to their culture and their religion,
and the outside world, where they must hide any differences to
blend in with the majority culture. There is no room for
negotiation in Leila’s construction of identity; she must hide
her profound cultural identity from the outside world. No
blending or mixing of cultures appears possible. School refusal
might thus be understood as a refusal of the outside world,
preventing exchanges between it and her inner world and thus
temporarily avoiding anxiety-inducing encounters. Extra-
familial mutism can accomplish the same goal (35).

The transgenerational obligation to succeed, in the words of
Lebovici (51), concerns both parents and children. It is very hard
for parents to surrender their dreams for their child’s success,
especially when it was often part of their reason for migration.
Some parents persist in their aspirations for success although
their child has refused to attend school for several months. This
inability to adapt their expectations borders on denial. In other
families, the failure to meet the transgenerational obligation to
succeed occurred in the previous generation, when the parents,
who arrived as children, disappointed their own parents’ hopes.
In these families, there is less denial, more understanding, and
more patience.

In France, many immigrants come from formerly colonized
countries, and many more French citizens are their children or
grandchildren. Four of the families in this study, that is, half the
research population (or rather at least one parent from each of
these families) comes from former French colonies: Senegal,
Morocco, Algeria, and Martinique. Its colonial past remains a
delicate topic in France. When the parents come from a former
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colony, however, conscious and unconscious elements of
colonial history may persist in their relations with French
institutions. Parental discourse may reflect this relation of
domination between the host country and their birth country,
for example, when it praises the host country at the expense of
the birth country (52) or when the parent deliberately remains
withdrawn from a conversation. This asymmetry affects
adolescents’ relations with the only French institution they
have to deal with: school. No parent spontaneously broached
the issue of colonial history during the research interviews. It
nonetheless implicitly appeared in the mothers’ repeated
recommendations to their children to be polite, respectful, and
discreet, to avoid any problems. These injunctions of invisibility
are implicit, but omnipresent, formulated as parental expectations,
advice, and strategies to cope with cultural differences.

This discretion also extended to the content of the research
interviews, where parents rarely discussed their birth culture
spontaneously. Only the Tamil mother mentioned on her own
initiative traditional rituals that families can perform to cure the
anxieties of adolescents. In his study of Algerian immigration,
Abdelmalek Sayad has theorized that this phenomenon is a
domination relationship typical of colonialism and extends to
the French mainland territory. He denounces politeness as an
instrument of exclusion from political life, a ban on taking part
in public life (53). The mothers in the two families of Algerian
and Moroccan origin made clear that they have enjoined their
children to be discreet. Malika Mansouri links the educational
difficulties of migrant children with transgenerational trauma
(54). Integrating both colonial and postcolonial history in
education as well as in aspects to be thought about in health
care may be a key point in considering the school problems of
migrant children from former colonies.

In this postcolonial study perspective, school refusal might
sometimes be considered to be the resurfacing of repressed
colonial memory and a way of refusing the cultural asymmetry
demanded by the institution and integrated into the
parental discourse.

Limitations and Prospects
The first limitation of this study is that it cannot show the
evolution of these parental representations, which will be
reshaped over time. It would accordingly be interesting to
repeat the interviews with the participating parents later on.

A second limitation is the small number of parents involved
in transcultural situations, compared with the total number of
adolescents included in the research group. Several adolescents
in transcultural families refused to consent to their parents’
participation in the study. This refusal can be interpreted as an
illustration of the dual process by which these adolescents
identify with and in some sense reject their migrant parents.
These results cannot be considered to be final or even stable as we
did not attain data saturation, but several similarities in the data
do allow us to sketch three ideal types of parents according to the
time since they arrived in France, as we did at the beginning of
the results section, in describing the population. Although
including more participants would have increased the accuracy
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and validity of this study, this is the first examination of this topic
and it appears likely that migrant parents are particularly hard to
reach, given their difficulties in having their child’s anxiety-based
school refusal detected/diagnosed (and the school system’s
predisposition to treat the attendance problems of immigrants’
children as truancy) and in accessing mental health care and a
school support system. Given these issues, 11 parents is a more
than decent number of inclusions for a prospective
qualitative study.

A third limitation is the lack of detailed information about
these families’ socioeconomic status as well as the evident
reciprocal confounding between socioeconomic and migrant
status. As pointed out above, socioeconomic status is
associated with school attendance and probably school refusal
(26–28), and migrant status quite often associated with
socioeconomic deprivation. We do know that the socioeconomic
status of these families ranges from low to medium and that two of
the three recruitment centers are in disadvantaged neighborhoods.
Nonetheless, given that our aim was to focus on the transcultural
aspects of school refusal, more socioeconomic data might only have
further blurred the interpretation of our results.

Implications for Practice: the Need to
Take Otherness Into Account
Their children’s schooling is a major issue for migrant parents.
While a child ’s school refusal may finally mandate
communication between the parents and the school, numerous
obstacles remain. For many, there is the language barrier, which
affected only one family in our sample but appeared nearly
insurmountable. The failure to provide an interpreter for more
than a year caused substantial delay in healthcare support for
Akash and may have prejudiced his prognosis. This difficulty in
surmounting the language barrier for any care probably explains
why this family is the only non-French-speaking family we were
able to recruit.

School-related cultural codes are another obstacle; texted
absence messages are a prime example. When a student misses
class, parents receive a text message from the school, reporting
the absence. This is an implicit invitation from the institution:
the school expects parents to be concerned enough to contact
them and ask for an appointment. If they do not, the parents will
be considered uninvolved in the child’s schooling, uninvested,
and negligent if not neglectful (55). However, this discreet
posture may, on the contrary, be a sign of deep respect for the
educational institution by some parents of a different culture, as
for Akash’s family. Bernard Lahire’s portraits of families—all of
them either working-class or disadvantaged—with children
failing in French schools showed that dealing with schools
(that is, institutions) necessitates knowledge of the school
culture to be able to decrypt its requests and meet its
requirements (56). Migrant families from a distant culture and
families with disadvantaged social backgrounds have analogous
difficulties in understanding this culture and its codes. Families
from countries with a similar school culture, such as Spain,
Portugal, or Italy, do not face this problem, for their school
cultures are close enough to allow their codes to be transposed to
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the French system. In multicultural couples, the French spouse
decodes the institution if necessary. The closer the family’s
school culture is to that of France, the faster school refusal is
identified and dealt with.

This observation suggests that it might be possible to set up
and disseminate cross-cultural mechanisms for school
mediation, either individual or collective. To our knowledge,
only one such program exists, METISCO; it also includes a
parenting support component and training support for school
professionals (36).

It is essential to take into account the cultural and identity issues
involved in adolescents’ school refusal, at the individual, family,
and collective levels. Psychiatrists must investigate the cultural
representations surrounding school refusal of adolescents and their
parents, as well as the family’s cultural representations of school.
Other early intervention programs, such as for psychosis, have
already been improved by including a transcultural dimension to
their clinical assessment tools (57) and institutional practices (58).

Acknowledging the family’s experiences of racism and
discrimination while listening to them describe these events is
also compulsory. It appears to be an essential step in the therapeutic
management of adolescents’ school refusal and in dialogue with
their parents. Although school and health care systems are claimed
to be increasingly inclusive, difference continues to incite
discrimination in school (50) and in access to care. The more
systematic, institutionalized use of interpreter-mediators might be
useful in reducing some of these issues.

All the adolescents in our study were born in France, but the
parents differ quite notably: some left their country of origin
when they were children themselves to settle in France with their
migrant parents, while others arrived later, already adults,
without their family. The complexity of this landscape of
migrant parents is a result in itself, demonstrating that short
cuts and simplifications are inadequate. The first group faced
language barriers as children but are now good French speakers.
The question of their cultural identity only resurfaces with their
children’s adolescence and school difficulties. More recently
arrived families, especially from non-European cultures quite
distant from French culture, lack knowledge of French codes in
nearly every field, including culture, school, parenting, and
society. This ignorance significantly impedes the provision of
and access to care for their children. The difficulties are
paradigmatic of those faced by migrant parents of a child with
a mental illness. While their questions about their parenting
ability vary, all of them have some. School refusal causes them to
interrogate their relationship to their culture of origin, their
representations, and their family system. It also systematically
disrupts the family balance.

As mentioned above, we observed three different family profiles,
according to their degree of familiarity with the French system.
Akash’s parents arrived from Sri Lanka as adults, knowing neither
social codes nor local cultural codes of France. They have no social
resources outside the Tamil community and speak very little if any
French. For them, migration was accompanied by idealization of
the host country. They had high expectations of their child and of
both the schools and health care institutions, accompanied by
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almost blind trust in both their son’s success and the institutions
they were dealing with.

The families of Dalla, Abdel, and Leila were more familiar
with French cultural codes, but they were nonetheless not their
own. These three families come from non-European cultures as
well as Morocco, Algeria, and Senegal. They also had high
expectations of their children and school, but they were
distrustful of French institutions, which had already disappointed
them. They have social resources in their country of origin as well
as relationships they built in the host country.

Finally, the families of Ana, Lea, Merlin, and Michael were
much more familiar with the French system and its institutions.
Each of these sets of parents is bicultural. Three mothers are from
metropolitan France, and the others all from Europe: Spain, Italy,
Albania, and Portugal. The expectations of these families are
more moderate, both in regard to their children’s academic
achievements and the school’s ability to educate and protect
their children. These four families have well-developed French
social networks and the knowledge that enables them to have a
critical view of institutions.
CONCLUSION

School refusal distresses parents. Our research, focused on the
experiences of migrant parents dealing with the school refusal of
their children, was also an invitation to think about cultural
differences in providing mental health care to adolescents and in
meeting with their parents.

During their narratives of this experience, these parents told us
they had had to think about who their child really is and what they
really think about parenting and parenthood. They also learned
how to address the school and to look for solutions for school
refusal. At each of these stages, their cultural representations have
been called into question. This study illustrates the need to take into
consideration the parents’ culture and migration history in the
management of school refusal. With their children no longer able
to attend school, the parents had to rethink their family patterns
and parental choices, their relations to French educational
institution, the histories of their families and communities. From
a transcultural point of view, school refusal can be seen as the
adolescent’s inability to manage their two worlds—their family and
their school, at a time when identity construction requires them to
negotiate between them. It can therefore be seen as a genuine
failure of cultural blending.

Children’s school refusal calls into question the success of the
parents’ migration, casting a negative valence on it afterwards
and leaving the parents to wonder about their family patterns,
their parenting choices, their relations with France’s educational
and health care institutions and beyond—for school is a gateway
to France itself.
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School attendance problems are highly prevalent worldwide, leading researchers to
investigate many different risk factors for this population. Of considerable controversy
is how internalizing behavior problems might help to distinguish different types of
youth with school attendance problems. In addition, efforts are ongoing to identify the
point at which children and adolescents move from appropriate school attendance to
problematic school absenteeism. The present study utilized ensemble and classification
and regression tree analysis to identify potential internalizing behavior risk factors among
youth at different levels of school absenteeism severity (i.e., 1+%, 3+%, 5+%, 10+%).
Higher levels of absenteeism were also examined on an exploratory basis. Participants
included 160 youth aged 6–19 years (M = 13.7; SD = 2.9) and their families from
an outpatient therapy clinic (39.4%) and community (60.6%) setting, the latter from a
family court and truancy diversion program cohort. One particular item relating to lack
of enjoyment was most predictive of absenteeism severity at different levels, though
not among the highest levels. Other internalizing items were also predictive of various
levels of absenteeism severity, but only in a negatively endorsed fashion. Internalizing
symptoms of worry and fatigue tended to be endorsed higher across less severe and
more severe absenteeism severity levels. A general expectation that predictors would
tend to be more homogeneous at higher than lower levels of absenteeism severity was
not generally supported. The results help confirm the difficulty of conceptualizing this
population based on forms of behavior but may support the need for early warning sign
screening for youth at risk for school attendance problems.

Keywords: absenteeism severity, truancy, ensemble analysis, classification and regression tree analysis, youth
internalizing, risk variables

INTRODUCTION

School attendance problems are a worldwide phenomenon linked to a plethora of academic, social,
and physical and mental health problems in children and adolescents (Kearney et al., 2019a,b).
Factors that elevate risk of school attendance problems are myriad as well and are often grouped
into child-, parent-, family-, peer-, school-, and community-based variables (e.g., Havik et al., 2015).
Child-based risk factors of school attendance problems include extensive work hours outside of
school, grade retention, office disciplinary referrals, low school commitment and engagement,
poor health or academic proficiency, problematic interpersonal relationships, substance use, and
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underdeveloped social and academic skills, among others
(Kearney, 2008; Ekstrand, 2015; Gubbels et al., 2019). Other
child-based risk factors of school attendance and academic
achievement problems, as well as later school dropout, have
involved various psychopathological conditions and symptoms
(Macklem, 2014; Parr and Bonitz, 2015; Kearney, 2016).

School attendance problems have been linked historically to
a variety of internalizing and externalizing behavior problems
and disorders, most notably anxiety and mood disorders and
disruptive behavior disorders (Kearney and Albano, 2004; Jones
et al., 2019). Internalizing problems common to this population
include general, social, and separation anxiety as well as worry,
fear, depression, somatic complaints, fatigue, social withdrawal,
sleep disturbance, and self-consciousness (Egger et al., 2003;
Maynard et al., 2015; Gonzálvez et al., 2019). Externalizing
problems common to this population include non-compliance,
defiance, verbal and physical aggression, temper tantrums, refusal
to move, running away from school or home, and antisocial
and disruptive behavior at school and elsewhere (Ingul et al.,
2012; Kearney, 2019). In addition, internalizing and externalizing
problems are highly comorbid within and across each set in this
population (Hankin et al., 2016; Finning et al., 2019).

In recent years, researchers have endeavored to move
toward more detailed, nuanced, and sophisticated profiles of
psychopathology in youth with school attendance problems,
particularly with respect to internalizing behaviors and their
treatment (Ek and Eriksson, 2013; Crawley et al., 2014; Fiorilli
et al., 2017; Maynard et al., 2018). For example, researchers
have found that depression and less prosocial behaviors are
often primary features of anxious youth with school attendance
problems (Pflug and Schneider, 2016; Sibeoni et al., 2018; Tekin
et al., 2018). In addition, others have associated school attendance
problems linked with internalizing behaviors to key profiles
surrounding optimism/pessimism, positive/negative affect, social
functioning, and anxiety severity (Gonzálvez et al., 2016, 2019;
Fernández-Sogorb et al., 2018; Sanmartín et al., 2018).

Researchers have also endeavored to link specific
psychopathological symptoms to various levels of school
absenteeism severity. For example, Lawrence et al. (2019) found
that students with a mental disorder displayed less school
attendance than students without a mental disorder, missing 11.8
school days in years 1–6, 23.1 days in years 7–10, and 25.8 days
in years 11–12. In addition, for those students with a mental
disorder, absences due to a particular disorder accounted for
13.4% of all days absent from school (rising to 16.6% in years
11–12). Skedgell and Kearney (2016) also examined internalizing
symptoms among youth with 0–14% and 15–100% absenteeism
severity, finding the latter group (and particularly those at 20–
39%) to display significantly more general and separation anxiety
and depression. Stempel et al. (2017) similarly compared youth
who had missed less than versus more than 15 days of school,
finding that more chronic absenteeism was associated with
more adverse childhood experiences such as financial hardship,
divorce, parental incarceration, domestic or neighborhood
violence, and family mental disorder or substance use.

A link between specific psychopathological symptoms and
other risk factors with various levels of school absenteeism

severity has important potential implications beyond basic
research and classification. Certainly such a link can inform
medical and mental health professionals who address youth with
school attendance problems, and assessment and intervention
protocols can be variously adapted to cases of mild/moderate
versus chronic/severe absenteeism (Heyne et al., 2002; Kearney
and Albano, 2018). Many school-based professionals and districts
also distinguish between students with less severe and more
severe academic and behavioral problems as they work to
optimize limited intervention resources (McIntosh et al., 2010;
August et al., 2018). Indeed, many schools have been forced to
take on the role of mental health care and have thus sought out
ways to screen for various mental health problems (Merikangas
et al., 2011; Stiffler and Dever, 2015). Suggestions for what mental
health symptoms relate to various levels of absenteeism severity
would, for example, be helpful in this regard (Dowdy et al., 2015).

The need for more informed mental health screening in
schools dovetails nicely with recent theoretical frameworks
of school attendance problems that focus in part on multi-
tiered interventions. Many school districts have adopted multi-
tiered systems of support (MTSS) models for prevention and
intervention of mental health concerns (Splett et al., 2018). MTSS
models typically focus on prevention (Tier 1), early intervention
for emerging, acute, or mild to moderate problems (Tier 2), and
intensive intervention for chronic and severe problems (Tier 3)
(Eagle et al., 2015). MTSS models can apply to a wide variety of
academic, social, and behavioral problems, including those with
internalizing behavior problems (Weist et al., 2018).

Kearney and Graczyk (2014) and Kearney (2016) were the
first to apply MTSS principles to school attendance problems.
In this model, Tier 1 strategies focus on enhancing functioning
and schoolwide attendance and on preventing school attendance
problems for all students, Tier 2 strategies focus on students
with emerging, acute, or mild to moderate school attendance
problems, often to reintegrate them to school, and Tier 3
strategies focus on students with chronic and severe school
attendance problems, often to provide alternative pathways to
graduation. Specific interventions may be matched to each
tier based on absenteeism severity and degree of risk and
contextual factors to help school personnel and others identify
individualized responses (Freeman et al., 2016; Kearney, 2016;
Elliott and Place, 2019).

As mentioned, MTSS models are increasingly adapted to
a wide variety of academic, social, and behavioral problems,
including now school attendance problems. A particular
challenge for advocates of these models, however, has been to
demarcate tiers within the system. A distinction between Tier
1 and Tier 2, for example, indicates a distinction between less
problematic and more problematic behavior such as school
absenteeism (Pullen and Kennedy, 2019). Unfortunately, no
consensus distinction currently exists in this regard (Lyon and
Cotler, 2007; Spruyt et al., 2016; Chu et al., 2018). In addition,
distinctions between Tier 2 and Tier 3 remain variable. School
attendance problems are sometimes considered to be chronic
and severe (Tier 3) at a 10% threshold (DePaoli et al., 2015).
Skedgell and Kearney (2016, 2018) found that risk factors
for higher severity levels of absenteeism tended to be more

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 January 2020 | Volume 10 | Article 3079163

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-03079 January 11, 2020 Time: 17:28 # 3

Fornander and Kearney Internalizing Symptoms and School Absenteeism

homogeneous than risk factors at lower levels of absenteeism.
However, data to support a Tier 2-Tier 3 distinction remain
needed (Conry and Richards, 2018).

The present study aimed to identify potential internalizing
symptom risk factors among youth at different levels of school
absenteeism severity (i.e., 1+%, 3+%, 5+%, 10+%). Such
differentiations might help inform distinctions between tiers in
an MTSS model of school absenteeism. In accordance with recent
calls to employ machine learning-based methods to examine risk
factors for school absenteeism (Chung and Lee, 2019; Sansone,
2019), two sets of statistical approaches were utilized. Ensemble
analysis, including chi-square adjusted interaction detection
(CHAID), support vector machines, and neural network analyses,
is a non-parametric method that combines multiple algorithmic
models or classifiers to produce a single best model for a given
data set (Berk, 2006). In addition, classification and regression
tree (CART) analysis is a non-parametric method that identifies
comprehensive subgroups based on interactions among multiple
risk factors or predictor variables (Lemon et al., 2003). These
analyses are aimed to generate and not test hypotheses (Markham
et al., 2013). Various levels of school absenteeism were examined,
with a general expectation that risk factors at higher levels of
absenteeism would be more homogeneous than risk factors at
lower levels of absenteeism.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants included 160 youth aged 6–19 years (M = 13.7;
SD = 2.9) and their families from an outpatient therapy clinic
(39.4%) and community (60.6%) setting in southern Nevada, the
latter from a family court and truancy diversion program cohort.
The clinic cohort involved students referred to therapy services
for absenteeism; the community cohort involved students given a
truancy citation by school police for absenteeism and referred to
an 8-week diversion program. Participants were primarily male
(51.2%) and diverse with respect to ethnicity: Hispanic (51.0%),
European-American (26.1%), Asian (8.9%), African American
(6.4%), multiracial or biracial (4.5%), and other (2.5%). Most
parents were married (44.6%); others were divorced (22.3%),
separated (18.5%), never married (12.7%), or had another status
(1.9%). Most fathers (48.0%) and mothers (59.9%) graduated
high school. Participants missed a mean of 19.0% days of school
(SD = 16.9) at time of assessment. Some youths were referred
for treatment for school refusal behaviors (e.g., distress at school,
morning misbehaviors designed to miss school, skipped classes,
and tardiness) that did not include formal absences.

Measures
The Revised Children’s Anxiety and Depression Scale (RCADS;
Chorpita et al., 2000) is a 47-item self-report or parent-report
measure of child internalizing behavior disorders with the
following subscales and number of items: separation anxiety (7),
social phobia (9), generalized anxiety (6), obsessive-compulsive
(6), panic disorder (9), and major depression (10). Items are
scored on a Likert-type 0–3 scale of agreement (never = 0,

sometimes = 1, often = 2, always = 3). Internal consistency is
good for each subscale, with Cronbach’s alpha between 0.78–0.88
(Chorpita et al., 2005). Cronbach’s alpha for RCADS items in the
present study was 0.86. Confirmatory factor analysis indicated the
6-factor model is an adequate fit, with loadings from 0.51–0.79
(Chorpita et al., 2005).

School staff or parents provided absenteeism severity data in
the form of number of full school days missed. Percentage of
full school days missed was calculated by dividing the student’s
total number of full school days missed by the number of days of
school in that academic year, at the time of assessment, and then
multiplying that number by 100. Assessments were conducted at
different points throughout the academic year.

Procedure and Data Analyses
Participants were recruited from a specialized outpatient therapy
clinic or community setting. Participants in the community
setting were referred to family court or a truancy diversion
program by their school or parent(s)/guardian(s) based on
prior school absences. Following parent consent and child
assent, measures that included the RCADS were administered
to youth and their parent(s)/guardian(s) independently and in
the presence of a research assistant. Spanish versions of the
measures were available.

Ensemble analysis was utilized to identify potential family
environment risk factors among youth with school attendance
problems across different levels of school absenteeism. Ensemble
analysis is the combination of multiple algorithmic models or
classifiers to produce one, best model that can be applied to the
data (Berk, 2006). These models have been shown to outperform
standard parametric methods, primarily due to the automation
of identifying interactions and non-linearities and the reduction
of overestimations of a model’s predictive ability (Rosellini et al.,
2018). Ensemble analysis can include many different statistical
methods; the present study utilized CHAID decision trees,
support vector machines, and neural network analyses. Predictors
were examined collectively and independently. A multiple
imputation method was utilized; different plausible imputed
data sets were examined and combined results were obtained
and reported here. Confusion matrices supported the use of
CHAID decision trees. In addition, CART analyses were utilized
to more specifically examine clusters of RCADS items associated
with enhanced risk for a particular level of absenteeism severity
(i.e., 1+%, 3+%, 5+%, 10+%). Other absenteeism levels were
examined on an exploratory basis (i.e., 15+%, 20+%, 30+%,
40+%), as was latent class analysis for 0–10% and 10+%
absenteeism. For brevity, significant results are reported. No
gender differences were found with respect to RCADS Anxiety
and Depression T-scores.

RESULTS

Absenteeism: 1+%
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that best
differentiated youth with 1+% absenteeism from youth with
<1% absenteeism correctly identified 99.6% of participants and
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identified one main risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP). Item 6 scores of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 1+%
absenteeism (69.3%); item 6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower
risk (30.7%). The tree-model demonstrated higher sensitivity
than specificity. Independent analysis revealed no significant
predictors. CART item analysis similarly identified one subgroup
at highest risk for 1+% absenteeism (node at 100.0%):
endorsement of sometimes, often, or always on item 6 and
endorsement of never on item 46 (scared if away from home
overnight; SEP). The overall tree-model’s accuracy in predicting
1+% absenteeism was approximately 95.7%.

Absenteeism: 3+%
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that best
differentiated youth with 3+% absenteeism from youth with
<3% absenteeism correctly identified 83.7% of participants and
identified one main risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP). Item 6 scores of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 3+%
absenteeism (53.4%); item 6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower risk
(46.6%). The tree-model demonstrated higher sensitivity than
specificity. Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that
item 6 (p < 0.01, F = 12.19) and item 35 scores (p < 0.01,
F = 7.81) significantly predicted 3+% absenteeism. With respect
to item 35 (worry about what will happen; GAD), scores of 0.0
indicated higher risk (59.0%); scores of >0.0 indicated lower risk
(41.0%). CART item analysis identified one main subgroup at
highest risk for 3+% absenteeism (node at 100.0%): endorsement
of sometimes, often, or always on items 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP) and 38 (afraid to talk in front of class; SOP) as well as
endorsement of never or sometimes on item 46 (scared if away
from home overnight; SEP). The overall tree-model’s accuracy in
predicting 3+% absenteeism was approximately 92.1%.

Absenteeism: 5+%
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that best
differentiated youth with 5+% absenteeism from youth with
<5% absenteeism correctly identified 76.7% of participants and
identified one main risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP). Item 6 scores of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 5+%
absenteeism (53.4%); item 6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower risk
(46.6%). The tree-model demonstrated higher sensitivity than
specificity. Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that
item 6 (p < 0.01, F = 12.19), 35 (p < 0.05, F = 6.30) and
38 scores (p < 0.05, F = 6.81) significantly predicted 5+%
absenteeism. With respect to item 35 (worry about what will
happen; GAD), scores of 0.0 indicated higher risk (59.0%); scores
of >0.0 indicated lower risk (41.0%). With respect to item 38
(afraid to talk in front of class; SOP), scores of 0.0 indicated higher
risk (61.3%); scores of >0.0 indicated lower risk (38.7%).

Classification and regression tree item analysis identified one
main subgroup at highest risk for 5+% absenteeism (node at
100.0%): endorsement of never on item 17 (scared to sleep on
own; SEP) and often or always on item 24 (with a problem, heart
beats fast; PAN). The overall tree-model’s accuracy in predicting
5+% absenteeism was approximately 84.9%. Latent class analysis
of <10% absenteeism revealed a primary cluster that contained
41% of cases. In this cluster, RCADS items 1–4, 7, 12, 13, 21, 25,

and 30 (3 DEP, 2 GAD, 2 SOP, 1 PAN) were primarily endorsed as
sometimes; all other items in this cluster were endorsed as never.

Absenteeism: 10+%
For the CHAID analysis, the final collective tree-model that best
differentiated youth with 10+% absenteeism from youth with
<10% absenteeism correctly identified 58.5% of participants and
identified one main risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP). Item 6 scores of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 1+%
absenteeism (52.3%); item 6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower risk
(47.7%). The tree-model demonstrated higher sensitivity than
specificity. Independent analysis of the predictors revealed that
obsession/compulsions T-scores significantly predicted 10% of
days missed (p < 0.01, F = 12.38). Obsession/compulsions
T-scores of ≤48.0 indicated higher risk of 10+% absenteeism
(57.8%); obsession/compulsions T-scores of >48.0 indicated
lower risk (42.2%). In addition, endorsement of never on several
items was also predictive of 10+% absenteeism: items 8 (worried
when someone angry at me; SOP; 65.3%/34.7%), 9 (worry about
being away from parents; SEP; 68.4%/31.6%), 29 (feel worthless;
DEP; 66.7%/33.3%), 30 (worry about making mistakes; SOP;
67.6%/32.4%), 42 (have to do things over and over; OCD;
61.5%/38.5%), and 44 (have to do things in just the right way;
54.9%/46.1%).

Classification and regression tree item analysis identified one
main subgroup at highest risk for 10+% absenteeism (node at
85.6%): endorsement of never on item 17 (scared to sleep on
own; SEP). The overall tree-model’s accuracy in predicting 10+%
absenteeism was approximately 84.2%. Latent class analysis of
10+% absenteeism revealed a primary cluster that contained 34%
of cases. In this cluster, RCADS items 1, 4, 8, 21, and 30 (3 SOP,
1 DEP, 1 GAD) were primarily endorsed as sometimes; all other
items in this cluster were endorsed as never.

Absenteeism: Higher Levels
Chi-square adjusted interaction detection analyses were also
conducted on an exploratory basis for absenteeism levels of
15+%, 20+%, 30+%, and 40+%. The final collective tree-model
that best differentiated youth with 15+% absenteeism from youth
with <15% absenteeism correctly identified 52.9% of participants
and identified one main risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore;
DEP). Item 6 scores of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 15+%
absenteeism (52.3%); item 6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower risk
(47.7%). The tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than
sensitivity. Independent analysis revealed no subscale scores
to be significant predictors of 15+% absenteeism. In addition,
endorsement of never on several items was also predictive
of 15+% absenteeism: items 1 (worry about things; GAD;
60.9%/39.1%), 8 (worried when someone angry at me; SOP;
65.3%/34.7%), 9 (worry about being away from parents; SEP;
68.4%/31.5%), 25 (cannot think clearly; DEP; 66.9%/33.1%), and
29 (feel worthless; DEP; 66.7%/33.3%).

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth
with 20+% absenteeism from youth with <20% absenteeism
correctly identified 61.4% of participants and identified one main
risk factor: item 6 (nothing fun anymore; DEP). Item 6 scores
of >0.0 indicated higher risk of 1+% absenteeism (52.3%); item
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6 scores of 0.0 indicated lower risk (47.7%). The tree-model
demonstrated higher specificity than sensitivity. Independent
analysis of the predictors revealed that item 42 significantly
predicted 20+% absenteeism (p < 0.05, F = 6.58). Item 42
(have to do things over and over; OCD) scores of 0.0 indicated
higher risk for 20+% absenteeism (61.5%); item 42 scores of >0.0
indicated lower risk (38.5%).

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth
with 30+% absenteeism from youth with <30% absenteeism
correctly identified 75.3% of participants and identified two main
risk factors: item 8 (worried when someone angry at me; SOP)
and separation anxiety subscale scores. Item 8 scores of >0.0
indicated higher risk of 30+% absenteeism (64.9%); item 8 scores
of 0.0 indicated lower risk (35.1%). Separation anxiety T-scores
of ≤61.0 indicated higher risk of 30+% absenteeism (53.1%);
separation anxiety T-scores of >61.0 indicated lower risk (46.9%).
The tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than sensitivity.

The final collective tree-model that best differentiated youth
with 40+% absenteeism from youth with <40% absenteeism
correctly identified 83.9% of participants and identified one main
risk factor: item 28 (with a problem, feel shaky; PAN). Item
28 scores of 0.0 indicated higher risk of 40+% absenteeism
(50.6%); item 28 scores of >0.0 indicated lower risk (49.4%). The
tree-model demonstrated higher specificity than sensitivity.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined internalizing behaviors as potential
predictors of various absenteeism severity levels. The findings
revealed that one particular depression item (nothing much fun
anymore) helped most to demarcate different severity levels, up to
a point. In addition, a number of other internalizing items were
predictive of various levels of absenteeism severity, but only in
a negatively endorsed fashion. Overall, internalizing items that
tended to be endorsed higher across less severe and more severe
absenteeism severity levels included those relating to worry and
fatigue. A general expectation that predictors would tend to be
more homogeneous at higher than lower levels of absenteeism
severity was not generally supported.

One particular item was found to consistently distinguish
lower and higher levels of absenteeism severity at different
benchmarks: item 6 (nothing is much fun anymore), which
is an item on the RCADS depression subscale. Two general
possibilities may exist for this finding. First, school attendance
problems are indeed commonly associated with symptoms of
depression, one of the rare consistent findings over several
decades with respect to internalizing psychopathology in this
population (Kearney, 1993; Egger et al., 2003; Gallé-Tessonneau
et al., 2019). Depression is also commonly associated or
comorbid with anxiety disorders in this population, making
attempts at diagnostic classification difficult (Jones and Suveg,
2015). Antidepressant medication is recommended for many
adolescents with school attendance problems, and cognitive-
behavioral therapies for this population often focus on depression
symptoms (Maynard et al., 2015; Londono Tobon et al., 2018;
Melvin and Gordon, 2019).

Finning et al. (2019), in their meta-analysis of depression
and school attendance problems, concluded that symptoms of
depression are indeed common to many different types of school
attendance problems. The authors also postulated several possible
mechanisms for this association, such as social withdrawal, sleep
disturbance, and low energy. Youth with school refusal behavior
do tend to have social functioning problems and withdraw from
friends and other peers at school (Havik et al., 2015; Gonzálvez
et al., 2019). Others indeed show difficulties with sleep (including
going to bed very late), energy, and physical activity (Ek and
Eriksson, 2013; Hochadel et al., 2014; Mannino et al., 2019).
However, each set of behaviors – social and sleep problems and
school attendance problems – may precede the other in different
cases (Kearney, 2019).

Second, the depression item noted above may also indicate
a relative amount of boredom, frustration, burnout, or lack
of self-efficacy with respect to the school environment or
academic performance (Fiorilli et al., 2017). Finning et al. (2019)
noted that another mechanism explaining depression and school
attendance problems might be loss of motivation. Surveys of
youth with school attendance problems or who have dropped
out of school regularly reveal boredom with classes and the
school environment as a key reason for leaving (Strand, 2014;
Attwood and Croll, 2015; Kearney, 2016). Others have noted as
well that youth with learning disorders can become frustrated
and eventually miss school (Redmond and Hosp, 2008). Poor
school climate or school-based curricula perceived as tedious
or inflexible by students are associated with school attendance
problems as well (Hendron and Kearney, 2016; Maxwell, 2016;
Wang and Degol, 2016). Interestingly, the finding regarding
item 6 disappeared at particularly high levels of absenteeism
severity (i.e., 30+% and 40+%), possibly suggesting that some
youth discovered outside-of-school avenues to boost enjoyment
(Kearney and Albano, 2018).

A key finding of the present study was that lack of
endorsement of several anxiety items was what most predicted
higher absenteeism severity levels. The findings also indicated
substantial variability with respect to individual items. One
possibility is that higher absenteeism severity levels are
associated more with externalizing than internalizing symptoms
(Maynard et al., 2012). In addition, youth in the present
study were examined at different points of the academic
year, but anxiety levels may be more pronounced at the
beginning of a year (Ingul and Nordahl, 2013). Higher levels
of absenteeism severity also mean more time out of school
and thus relief from school-based anxiety symptoms (Skedgell
and Kearney, 2018). Other variables such as family or school
environment may thus be better predictors of absenteeism
severity (Fornander and Kearney, 2019).

The lack of endorsement and variability shown in the present
study may also help confirm that reliance on various forms
of specific behavior to identify classes of school attendance
problems is quite difficult (Inglés et al., 2015). Kearney (2002)
advocated for the term negative affectivity rather than specific
symptoms of anxiety or depression among youth with school
attendance problems to account for the vagaries of internalizing
symptoms characteristic of this population. Indeed, historically,
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many researchers have focused on broad descriptors of emotional
distress (e.g., dread, upset, misery) to describe youth who
are reluctant to attend school (Kearney, 2001). Perhaps not
surprisingly, the items that tended to be elevated more in the
current study were those related to broader concepts such as
worry and fatigue. Others have found considerable heterogeneity
within and across classes of behavior among children with school
attendance problems, and Kearney (2007) found that functions
of school refusal behavior were superior to forms of behavior in
predicting absenteeism severity.

Limitations of the present study should be noted. First,
the sample was an eclectic one that ranged from having no
formal school absences to having many school absences. Second,
sample size constraints did not permit more nuanced analyses
of absenteeism type, setting, or demographic or developmental
differences, though studies generally indicate emotional distress
across many absence types in this population (Finning et al.,
2019). Third, the primary dependent measure was based on self-
report, though these kinds of measures are commonly used for
youth with internalizing symptoms (Chorpita et al., 2000). In
related fashion, broader measures such as diagnostic interviews,
behavioral observations, and parent and teacher reports were
not used and may have provided more sophisticated information
about participants’ internalizing symptoms.

CONCLUSION

Despite these limitations, the present study may have some
applicability to MTSS models of school absenteeism and how
tiers within these models may be demarcated. Psychosocial
screenings for anxiety and depression at early warning sign
stages for problematic absenteeism may be advisable, and may

help distinguish Tier 1 school attendance from emerging Tier
2 school attendance problems (Ingul et al., 2019). Findings
from the present study may further support the need for
preventative practices in this population as well, particularly for
targeted practices aimed toward those with depressive symptoms
(Werner-Seidler et al., 2017).
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School attendance is important for student long-term academic and career success.

However, in the U.S., our current practice often disenfranchises more at-risk students

than it helps. Students slated for suspension and expulsion are often recipients of these

practices. This manuscript offers a recommended change in how we frame student

absenteeism and attendance using attendance markers and conceptual information

by identifying the discrepancies, proposing options, and recommending a new way to

actively leverage attendance data (not absenteeism data) for proactive student support.

Particular attention is paid to how excused and unexcused absences and in-school

suspensions are treated. An emerging pivot program, the Evaluation and Support

Program, engages students while they receive school services, community support, and

complete consequences is discussed as a possible, promising intervention.

Keywords: attendance, absenteeism, expulsion, suspension, excused absences

INTRODUCTION

Failure to be present in the school environment can thwart development (Carroll, 2010) and
seriously impair mental, cognitive, and socio-emotional outcomes (Kearney, 2008; Maynard et al.,
2012; Heyne and Sauter, 2013; Gottfried, 2014) especially in the early schooling days. States have
enacted legislation to guarantee that children in their formative years are properly educated to
play a useful role in society (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015). A discrepancy exists between the gray
areas of the desire to educate children and the legal issues of the amount of education required.
This discrepancy causes a struggle to define attendance and absenteeism for society, and more
specifically, for teachers and attendance officers (Kearney, 2004).

The frames of how we currently look at these issues are focused on labels such as
absenteeism and truancy. We can examine those frames more closely by starting with the
changing definitions. For the purposes of this discussion, absenteeism is the study of the
various forms or interplay of policies and procedures governing attendance ranging from
presence to absence and all its corollary constituents, outcomes, interventions, and consequences
(Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015; Heyne et al., 2018). Truancy is the label used for students who do
not attend school when they are supposed to be attending, although there are nuances of what
that looks like (see, ex. Gentle-Genitty, 2009; Maynard et al., 2012; Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015).
Attendance is defined as the amalgamation of student behaviors, policies, procedures,
and protocols used for capturing the formal presence or absence of a student in a
registered school system by an official school officer or system (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015).
Because the field of school attendance and absenteeism is still emerging, recent efforts
have focused not on attendance or absenteeism but instead on the complex relationships
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students have with their schools and families (Keppens and
Spruyt, 2017) and various iterations and categorization of
school attendance problems (i.e., school refusal, truancy, school
withdrawal, dropout. . . ), resulting in no consensus on these
efforts (Heyne et al., 2018). Further, challenges rest in the
inconsistent use and lack of consensus of definitions, and the
variations result not in new terms, but in a categorization of the
same behaviors according to their persistence, severity, and or
avoidance (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015; Heyne et al., 2018).

Studies show that students who are engaged and see value in
education are less likely to experience truancy (Gentle-Genitty,
2009). Students who have absences and tardies in one semester
are more likely to have ongoing absences and tardies (Gottfried,
2017). Similarly, students who do not attend and who have
classmates who do not attend have a correlation between the
absences and their individual grades (Marbouti et al., 2018).
Timing has also been shown to have an effect on attendance or
lack thereof (Marbouti et al., 2018).

Schools have mechanisms and protocols for collecting data
on student absenteeism. However, the literature shows that
schools are not adequately evaluating the effectiveness of
their procedures for collecting and validating attendance data,
resulting in unintended consequences for the students, schools,
and communities. This manuscript offers a recommended shift
to the view of absenteeism and attendance and recommends
ways to leverage attendance data for proactive student support.
An intervention may disrupt trauma, connect students to
supports, establish positive relationships, and provide pivot
pathways to student success, thereby reducing rates of suspension
and expulsion.

INTERVENTIONS

Interventions exist and have been contributing to the research
in this area for a number of years (ex. Jenson et al., 2013). The
Ability School Engagement Program (ASEP) mitigates risk factors
for violence and anti-social behaviors (Cardwell et al., 2019).
Another intervention included leadership binders and examined
student attitudes toward school (Berlin, 2019).

Another recently proposed intervention, the Evaluation and
Support Program (ESP), is an alternative to the expulsion and
arrest method, placing the responsibility for re-engaging youth
on the school and community. ESP is being used alongside a
value system called CORE, which includes civility, order, respect,
and excellence (CORE). This tiered method (Kearney, 2016)
offers alternatives to the expulsion and arrest method and placing
the responsibility for re-engaging the youth on the school and
community prior to expulsion. The CORE-ESP intervention
could begin changing the framing of absenteeism and includes
workshops covering anger management, conflict resolution, drug
education, and other similar topics and focuses on (1) priority
evaluation and assessment with at least one parent, (2) treatment
recommendations inclusive of education and therapy, and (3)
at the end of completed tasks, a review hearing to evaluate
educational placement. Interventions are focused on care and
quality of life and can include the following:

• Anger Management, Academic Growth and Recovery, CORE
Court, Community Service.

• Drug Education, Individual Counseling, Group
Counseling, Mentoring.

• Truancy Intervention, Conflict Mediation, Restorative Justice.
• Apex Credit Recovery Pathway, Academic Reengagement,

Career Builders & Parenting Workshops, Healing Hearts,
Extended Day School.

The tiered model emphasizes a genuine concern and care for
students by viewing the at-risk students as a member of the
larger community and seeks viable alternatives to arrest and
expulsion including

• Offer most interventions on school grounds to reduce
unnecessary travel and cost.

• Use an Integrated System of Care framework to address the
needs of the students and families while maintaining the safety
of the learning environment.

• Decrease involvement of identified at-risk students into the
juvenile justice system.

• Reduce out-of-school suspensions and disproportionality
with school discipline to provide alternatives to arrest
and expulsions through positive evidence-based school
discipline practices.

• Ensure that when students are out of the classroom due to
suspension or expulsion, a continuing education plan is in
place and plans for adequate support and services are available
upon re-entry.

• Reduce law enforcement referrals and arrests on school
property, except where an arrest is necessary to protect the
health and safety of the school community.

• Expand access to academic, mental health, and other
community supports for students and their families.

• Increase academic success through implementing a plan
toward social and academic re-engagement.

The impetus for this programwas a decree by a local judge, which
noted that the court perceived a pervasiveness in disenfranchising
at-risk student populations. Disenfranchising can take many
forms including the reporting structure for status offenses.
The program goal is to strategically interrupt the school-to-
prison pipeline through strong connections with community
partnerships and by establishing a pre-screening consultant
with the prosecutor’s office. In addition, schools work with
the local school hearing office to design parallel tracks and
establish alternative pathways. This perspective takes an inclusive
approach rather than the marginalized vs. mainstream approach
currently held by most policy analysis frameworks.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Much research is needed in the area of addressing these complex
issues. Reframing the beliefs and practices in the educational
system is a place to start and can be founded on the belief
that student bonds contribute to student success (Gentle-Genitty,
2009; Veenstra et al., 2010). For students who commit offenses
that rise to the level of public safety concern and who experience
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trauma, the most stable factor in their lives is often school.
Establishing strong connections with community resources can
help keep at-risk students in school. Without this reframing,
at-risk students may continue to pivot away from school and
rarely return or graduate—often reinforcing the school-to-
prison pipeline. Reframing with an attendance focus instead
of an absenteeism focus disrupts trauma, connects students
and families to support, establishes positive relationships, and
provides pivot pathways to success.

Multiple Attendance Markers
Multiple markers can be used to track and report attendance
including teacher records, attendance officer reports, test-taking
outcomes, suspensions (in- and out-of-school), expulsions,
attendance percentages or percentiles, discipline behaviors,
excused and unexcused absences, and the student’s overall
presence. Presence can be used to mark the student’s attendance
every day, every half-day, or by period. Period or half-
day tracking more effectively captures patterns and attending
behaviors (Keppens and Spruyt, 2017). As the field of
absenteeism has grown, methods for tracking processes and
interventions have also grown. Beyond simply tracking presence
or physical attendance, current research also considers tracking
processes, interventions, classifications, and categorizations.
Through the evaluation and analysis of the mental/cognitive and
socioemotional as well as the physical attendance of the child in
determining patterns of school attendance, much more targeted
and structured outcomes have come to light.

Heyne and Sauter (2013) and Kearney (2008) share concerns
on school refusal and other psychological underpinnings from
tracking more than just physical attendance. When focusing
on increasing rates of attendance, including more data can
aid schools in more accurately responding to students’ needs
by treating them as humans vs. as mere numbers or targets
and emphasizing a cognitive behavioral approach coupled
with a mental health approach to absence and presence
(Klerman, 1988). This approach is ideal because it surfaces
early manifestation of daily symptoms that often result in
negative outcomes.

The tiered approach (Figure 1) divides students into three
tiers reflecting the level of anticipated need for support
(Kearney, 2016). Prevention, Tier 1, captures all students (those
missing <5% are considered satisfactory, those missing 5–
9% are considered at-risk). It reinforces value for attendance
and provides structures for monitoring, clarifying, recognizing,
educating, and establishing a culture of positive attendance. It
is the universal prevention and education approach capturing
50–100% of students. This tier also includes the need to
establish positive relationships with families. Early intervention is
critical for success. Recognizing good and improved attendance,
educating and engaging students and families about the
importance of attendance, monitoring absences, and setting
attendance goals helps establish a supportive and engaging
school climate.

Tier 2 captures the 11–49% of students who have a history of
absence (missing 10–19% of school) or who face a risk factor that
makes attendance tenuous. These students need a higher level of

more individualized support in addition to the universal supports
(Kearney, 2016). Tier 2 involves building caring supportive
relationships (such as first period teachers Success Mentors,
foster care, transportation) with students and families tomotivate
daily attendance and address challenging barriers.

Tier 3, the highest level of need, often captures the top 10%
of the population who require more intensive and individualized
responses. Their chronic absence is at a threshold of missing
20% or more of school in the past year or during the first
month of school and/or facing risk factors. These are the most
vulnerable students facing serious hurdles, and they may be
homeless, involved in foster care, or involved in the juvenile
justice system.

Core-ESP Connect-Success Mentor Model
The CORE Connect-Success mentor model (Figure 2) includes
success mentors (teachers) who are advocates and motivators
and encourage their 1st period students (mentees) during CORE
time to attend school every day (Kearney, 2016). Teachers
track the attendance of their 1st period students and form a
relationship that lends to academic success through the ethics of
care. Other periods are responsible for taking attendance also;
however, sharing information through an open systems process
strengthens the cadence and increases accountability for tracking
at-risk students.

School districts can reallocate funds to invest in preventative
and diversion programs to allow schools to access prevention and
provider dollars, create partnerships to apply for local juvenile
diversion and school safety and research grant opportunities, and
seek out other federal community and private funding. Director
of Student Services meetings can be held with representatives
from various agencies (Department of Education, Department
of Child Services, law enforcement, etc.) to foster a consistent
dialogue to allow everyone to develop better processes. The result
is improvements in defragmented services by integrating care
with other community organizations, assessment of the overall
mental health status of school districts, and the establishment
of clear lines of communication to create new and improved
reciprocal partnerships between schools and the courts that are
more responsive to the needs of schools.

Other outcomes from coordination can include:

• Partnering with higher learning institutions to develop and
evaluate effective risk assessment tools aimed at determining
the high-risk offenders.

• Recruitment of enthusiastic human capital and other district
resources to foster a sense of internal support.

• Training of key personnel in Trauma Informed Care and Brain
Science to create Trauma Informed Care Schools within the
school districts.

It is necessary to create a positive reinforcement behavioral
alternative approach to expulsion and arrest. Students need to
know they may successfully return to their schools armed with a
better understanding of the connection between their behavior at
school and that of the community, and consequences associated
with their actions.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 January 2020 | Volume 4 | Article 161172

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Gentle-Genitty et al. A Change in Attendance

FIGURE 1 | Assessing levels of student need—Implementing a model of tiered intervention (Kearney, 2016; Used with permission from Attendance Works).

FIGURE 2 | Key elements of a CORE success mentor (Used with permission from Attendance Works).

DISCUSSION

Attendance-focused tracking can help to show care with
immediate action for all involved, especially when the tiered
levels of need and strategic responses are used. This focus on
attendance instead of absenteeism may help foster a positive
environment where students are better able to improve mental,
cognitive, and socio-emotional outcomes (Gentle-Genitty, 2009;
Heyne and Sauter, 2013; Gottfried, 2014, 2017).

Students and parents should understand policies, practices,
and definitions (Kearney, 2004; Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015)
to help them feel that the school cares. The child and their
attendance should be celebrated, and a sense of school bond

fostered (Gentle-Genitty, 2008, 2009; Veenstra et al., 2010). This
bond can be leveraged for the benefit of all in protecting and
fostering safety. The same is true when schools are able to use
tracking attendance to establish a strategic method of collecting
daily period data to establish patterns of student behavior.
This is a shift in thinking. Tracking attendance should be a
complementary responsibility to the larger task of ensuring we
value and appreciate those who do attend and allow for them to
bond and value their schooling. Thus, teacher engagement and
classroom modifications should be norms.

What must be done? Much future research is needed in
these areas. More intervention programs must engage teachers
to look more deeply at attendance and the idea of paying
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attention to presence rather than absence. Teachers need to
learn more about the contexts of their student absences. For
example, why do students miss class when there is a substitute
teacher? Are the students who are absent missing on specific
days? For example, perhaps they are struggling and do not attend
on days that include math classes. Do all the siblings in one
family miss specific days because living situations cause late
drop offs or missing the bus? We live in a schooling-dependent
society where many parents work, and the school is the official
place for their children to learn while they are gone. Students
show up in the school environment every day and interact in
complex relationships with teachers and administrators who are
supposed to care, but often, few see what is really happening.
The outcomes can lead to loneliness, suicide, bullying, and, sadly,
school shootings. Students are being pushed to the edge simply
because there is a stark change in patterns of behavior and
engagement, and schools have no way to formally notify each
other that something was off. More research in these areas and
additional alternatives to attendance and engagement tracking
may help.

Schools have not been effective focusing on absenteeism
(Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015). Operationalizing attendance
problems is not just the idea of excused and unexcused absences,
as both are absences where the student is not ready and able to
learn. It is about the same students being suspended repeatedly
via in-school suspensions and marked absences. If the students
are attending, regardless of the form, they must be counted as
present. This factor alone will help us to gather more accurate
data and decide which data is being tracked for patterns of
behaviors and changes, and what actions we take with the
data to protect all students and offer support to those most
in need.

A tiered approach (Kearney, 2016) can help with school-
wide interventions that benefit all and are individualized and
intensified, working best in a culture of school attendance
that values presence. This is a culture where typical factors of
attendance are tracked and reported, discrepancies in what is

tracked and used are shared, and negative patterns are disrupted
early. There is no sense in collecting information if it will not
be used to help the students. Focusing on attendance saves
money, helps students graduate, and ultimately helps schools
play the roles they were meant to play as bridges between
families and communities to prepare students for their roles as
responsible citizens.

This work offers only a glimpse into reframing the
absenteeism focus to a focus on attendance and discusses
other unintended consequences of attendance issues, including
the effects on at-risk students. This list of recommendations
and outcomes is not exhaustive, but suggestive and intended
to inspire and expand current ideas about what positive
interventions and preventions could be implemented in other
schools. All of this is done with the hope of changing the
attendance paradigm from being punitive to being a trauma-
informed care approach that fosters positivity and support
for reengagement. Perhaps this manuscript can expand the
conversation to continue this important work more broadly.
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Background: School refusal is a form of school attendance problem (SAP) distinct from
truancy, school withdrawal, and school exclusion; it requires specific mental health care.
Schools' identification and referral to care of school refusers depends on school
personnel's interpretation of the reasons for absences. Because cultural factors can
induce misunderstanding of the young people's behavior and of their parents' attitudes
toward school attendance, school personnel can have difficulty understanding these
reasons for children with transcultural backgrounds (migrants or children of migrants). The
aim of this study was to explore the experiences and opinions of school personnel, mainly
teachers, related to school refusal among these students.

Methods: Grounded theory methodology was used to conduct 52 qualitative interviews
of school personnel in two regions of France. Their daily practices with students
presenting with school refusal were addressed in general (i.e., in response to absence
of all youth) and in transcultural contexts (i.e., absence of migrant children or children of
migrants). This study analyzed the interviews of the 30 participants who reported working
with students from transcultural backgrounds.

Results: Many school personnel reported experiencing difficulties, ambivalence, and
destabilizing feelings in situations involving immigrant families whose school culture
differed from their own. Talking about culture appeared to be taboo for most
participants. These situations challenged the participants' usual strategies and forced
them to devise new ones to deal with these young people and their families. Although
some personnel were at risk of developing exclusionary attitudes, others dealt with school
refusal with both commitment and creativity.

Conclusion: The tensions experienced by these participants reveal contradictions
between the French universalist ideology and the reality of daily life in schools
becoming increasingly multicultural. School personnel's attitudes toward children with
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transcultural backgrounds presenting with school refusal can affect children's access to
care and shape social inequalities. Further research should develop, implement, and
assess interventions including transcultural training of school personnel, improved use of
interpreters at school for migrant families, and the addition of a transcultural dimension to
SAP assessment scales, especially for school refusal.
Keywords: school refusal, truancy, teacher, school personnel, immigrant youth, minorities, discrimination, school absenteeism
INTRODUCTION

School refusal is a frequent reason for consultation at child mental
health services; it is thought to concern about 1% of pupils and 5%
of consultations in preadolescence and adolescence (1) and can be
associated with comorbidities such as anxiety or depression (2). It
was first described in the literature as “school phobia” in 1941 (3).
Over the past 60 years, authors have studied its diverse causes and
multiple consequences, including the worrisome prognosis
associated with extended absenteeism (4) and the other disorders
for which it is a risk factor (5). They have also analyzed the role of
the family context (6) and the functions of school refusal (7, 8). The
emerging international consensual definition of school refusal,
which distinguishes this form of school attendance problem
(SAP) from others, including truancy, school withdrawal, and
school exclusion, relies on four criteria (9): “(1) a young person is
reluctant or refuses to attend school, in conjunction with emotional
distress that is temporal and indicative of aversion to attendance
(e.g., excessive fearfulness, temper tantrums, unhappiness,
unexplained physical symptoms) or emotional distress that is
chronic and hindering attendance (e.g., depressive affect; sleep
problems), usually but not necessarily manifest in absence (e.g.,
late arrivals; missing whole school days; missing consecutive weeks,
months, or years); and (2) the young person does not try to hide
associated absence from their parents (e.g., they are at home and the
parents are aware of this), and if they previously hid absence then
they stopped doing so once the absence was discovered; and (3) the
young person does not display severe antisocial behavior, beyond
resistance to parental attempts to get them to school; and (4) the
parents have made reasonable efforts, currently or at an earlier stage
in the history of the problem, to secure attendance at school, and/or
the parents express their intention for their child to attend school
full-time.” [(9), p.15].

According to Bools and colleagues, the classification of SAPs is
difficult because of the need to determine whether parents have put
enough pressure on the child to go to school (10). In this
conception, the existence of reasonable parental efforts to secure
school attendance is considered evidence that the problem is
attributable to school refusal instead of truancy. Indeed, according
to Heyne et al. “Truancy is said to occur when (1) a young person is
absent from school for a whole day or part of the day, or they are at
school but absent from the proper location (e.g., in the school-yard
rather than in class); and (2) the absence occurs without the
permission of school authorities; and (3) the young person
typically tries to conceal the absence from their parents.” [(9), p.16].
g 2177
Nevertheless, Heyne et al. stress that a young person may display
all the defining features of school refusal except that his parents
have not made a “reasonable effort” to get him to school (9),
which the authors define as. “attempts to address the problem,
beyond the parent simply expressing to the child their desire that
the child attend school. These efforts could include getting the
child out of bed or into a mode of transport to go to school,
contacting school staff because of nonattendance, and attending
meetings aimed at addressing the problem. We acknowledge that
in families with two parents, the parents may vary in their efforts
to get their child to school, perhaps because of differences in
parenting style or self-efficacy.” [(9), p.16].

Although this definition of parental “reasonable efforts” already
takes different parenting styles into account, it still overlooks cultural
factors that can cause misunderstanding of the young people's
behavior and of their parents' attitudes toward school attendance.
As Kearney pointed out, “cross-cultural aspects of school
absenteeism and school refusal behavior remain in need of greater
exploration and explication (5).” Nevertheless, information on the
transcultural dimensions of school refusal remains scarce in current
educational and psychiatric research (11–13). This omission of the
transcultural dimension in research is reflected in guidelines for
school personnel, which ignore this issue (14).

Studies have underlined the higher prevalence of absenteeism
among ethnic minorities (15) and noted that SAPS among children
of immigrants may be a manifestation of systemic discrimination,
which could be interpreted as school exclusion (16). Bourdieu and
Passeron, in the early 1960s, theorized about the role of school
systems in the reproduction of social inequalities (17). They showed
that students' objective probabilities of academic success depend on
their cultural capital and especially on a school culture congruent
with that of its personnel. This sociological perspective has become
widespread in France, influencing school policies as well as school
personnel, who are aware that these factors impair their students'
chances of success. This awareness does not prevent them, however,
from experiencing a sense of mismatch in their work with families
that do not share their school cul ture— including
immigrant families.

Although French data protection laws make it hard to collect
information about minorities and migrants, one of the rare reports
authorized on this topic underlined the general difficulties of
academic achievement for immigrant youths (18), even beyond
school attendance problems. The school refusal behavior of some
adolescent immigrants is sometimes an expression of their anxiety
about academic achievement (11). Relevantly, Moro has described
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adolescence—the age group corresponding to middle school and
high school—as a period of vulnerability, especially combined with
the migration-specific difficulties with which these youth and their
families must cope (19). However, sociological and pedagogical
studies have addressed children's transcultural backgrounds only in
relation to school topics such as literacy (20), underperformance at
school, discipline, and interpersonal conflicts (21). To the best of our
knowledge, exploration of the attitudes and representations of
immigrant parents in relation to school attendance problems is
sparse (22).

One hypothesis among the many potential explanations for the
visible lack of reasonable parental efforts in what is labeled truancy is
the existence of cultural and social differences between the parents
and the school. Evidence supporting this hypothesis might thus
underline the limitations of the current classification system,
including the major risk of misdiagnosis it poses for immigrant
youths whose behavior might be incorrectly labeled as truancy
rather than school refusal. We suggest that socio-cultural factors
must be studied in the definition of school refusal, given their
potential influence on the behavior of both youths and their parents
and on the understanding of the personnel in both schools and
health care facilities. The aim of this study was thus to explore the
experiences and opinions of school personnel, mainly teachers, on
the topic of school refusal among students from migrant families.
To our knowledge, this study is the first to focus on school
personnel's understanding of cultural factors that can shape the
care pathway of adolescents with transcultural backgrounds.
METHODS

Ethics Evaluation
This qualitative study, which followed the COREQ guidelines
(23), was approved by the competent institutional review board,
the INSERM Ethics Evaluation Committee (IRB00003888).

Choice of Methodology
This research applied Grounded Theory (GT) methodology. First
used in an ethnographic study of hospital patients who were dying,
GT has been a standard (with many variants) methodology for
social sciences research since the 1980s (24). It is a general
methodology, a way of thinking about, collecting, analyzing, and
conceptualizing data. It uses inductive reasoning, in contrast to
hypothetico-deductive models, to construct theories through
systematic gathering and analysis of data. GT also links individual
and subjective experience to social processes, by focusing on themes
that represent phenomena, interactions, and their consequences.
The choice of GT was justified by our research question (i.e. the
opinions and experiences of school personnel on the topic of school
refusal among students from migrant families) for which the
existing literature is extremely sparse. Moreover, other inductive
qualitative methods confining the analysis to the individual
phenomenological level (such as Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis), would disregard two major aspects of the question we are
studying: face-to-face interactions (microsociology) and daily
practices of groups (mesosociology). Thus, the application of GT
enables us to interpret the results in the light of several concepts
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 3178
from the fields of sociology and anthropology (for further details,
see the Discussion section).

Inclusion
As in other inductive methods, we did not need to define an exact
number of respondents before the research began. Purposive
sampling (25) was used to recruit a nonprobability sample
population, based on subjective criteria related to the study's
goals; this method is very common in qualitative studies (which
have goals different fromthose of quantitative studies and forwhich
representativeness is not a criterion). In the Paris area, personnel at
two middle schools (collèges) participated, and in Bourgogne
Franche-Comté, participants came from one urban high school
and two middle schools, one urban and one rural. These were all
public schools, which 83% of pupils in France attend (26). These
schools, of different sizes, in different geographical areas, and
serving a broad range of socioeconomic groups, were selected to
maximize the global heterogeneity of the sample. School personnel
included teachers, principals and assistant principals, educational
assistants, guidance counselors, and school doctors and nurses.
Interviews were also conducted with doctors in the local education
authorities and in one schooling association (that provides teaching
services at home or in hospitals).

In interviews, we specifically used the standard definition of
school refusal by Berg (9, 27), which includes: a) reluctance or
refusal to attend school, often leading to prolonged absences, b)
staying at home during school hours with parents' knowledge
rather than concealing the problem from parents, c) experience
of emotional distress at the prospect of attending school (somatic
complaints, anxiety, and unhappiness), d) absence of severe
antisocial behavior, and e) parental efforts to secure their
child's attendance at school. We decided not to consider
criterion (e), because, in transcultural contexts, school
personnel might have even more difficulty in determining
whether parents made sufficient “reasonable efforts” to get the
child to go to school than in intracultural contexts (10).

Participants
All 52 participants interviewed were asked if they worked with
students with transcultural backgrounds (i.e., students who were
first- or second-generation migrants, that is, migrant children or
the children of migrants). Only 30 responded affirmatively that
they taught or otherwise dealt with such students. These
participants' understanding of these students' SAPs were
discussed in their interviews, in light of the Berg criteria for
school refusal (except criterion e, as stated above). The interviews
of these 30 participants are analyzed here. Their characteristics
are summarized in Table 1.

Procedure
All participants were interviewed by one of two researchers (RM
and LB). All in-depth interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed,
and anonymized. Pseudonyms are used when necessary. All
participants provided oral informed consent before their
inclusion in the study and were asked to repeat it at the
beginning of the recording. Because the ethics committee
considered that written consent might weaken the anonymization
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process by linking names to the consent, it required audio-recorded
oral consent. An interview guide for in-depth interviews was
developed and included open-ended questions that focused on
how participants understand school refusal and the practices that
might shape the health care pathway of youths from families with
transcultural backgrounds. The in-depth interviews sought to
obtain a detailed, rich understanding of the topic of interest. The
participants' experiences, behaviors, feelings, and attitudes were
probed deeply to identify underlying concepts that the researchers
analyzed to generate a theory that provided a deeper understanding
of the research topic.

In-depth interviews are more structured than narrative
interviews as the topic discussed is directed by the researcher,
and they rarely involve stories or life histories. They do, however,
allow the participant to communicate much more freely and to
provide more detailed descriptions than in semistructured
interviews. The precise details of the research questions were
not revealed during the interviews, to prevent them from
influencing the material obtained or “leading” the participants
to particular responses. Rather, the general area of interest was
explained to the participants, and the interviewer directed
further conversation based on the responses. In accordance
with GT's inductive methodology, the initial open questions
used in the interview guide were based on the international
literature, but kept evolving over the course of interviews, as they
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 4179
were analyzed. The interview guide included questions such as:
“Can you tell me about the situations of school refusal you've
encountered?”, “What does ‘school refusal' mean to you?” and
“How do you manage these situations?”

As required by GT, the data analysis, sampling of new
participants by in-depth interviews, and theoretical
development continued simultaneously until saturation was
reached and a new theory was constructed about our topic
(28). LB and RM independently coded all interviews. During
the analysis, categories were created by gradual coding of the
data, which were constantly compared with those from new
interviews, with the codes modified as needed. Triangulation of
the analysis, which guarantees the quality of individual coding,
took place during monthly meetings of our research group (LB,
RM, JB, and MM).
RESULTS

The practices of school personnel for dealing with school refusal
among children with transcultural backgrounds were captured in
four main themes: (1) working with students with transcultural
backgrounds: coping with unusual situations, (2) families' school
culture is different than that expected by school personnel, (3)
profiling students without addressing their culture, and (4)
TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Interview Gender Age Profession School Region Deals with transcultural situations?

1 M 34 Mathematics teacher Middle school Paris Yes
2 F 35 Head guidance counselor Middle school Paris Yes
3 F 52 Spanish teacher Middle school Paris Yes
4 F 55 French teacher Middle school Paris Yes
5 F 53 English teacher Middle school Paris Yes
6 F 38 School nurse Middle school Paris Yes
7 F 45 Director Schooling association Paris Yes
8 F 42 Teacher Schooling association Paris Yes
9 F 58 Teacher Schooling association Paris Yes
10 M 50 History teacher Middle school Paris Yes
11 F 52 School nurse Middle school Paris Yes
12 F 55 School doctor Middle school Paris Yes
13 F 40 Mathematics teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
14 F 40 English teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
15 F 29 History teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
16 M 50 Head guidance counselor High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
17 F 60 Assistant principal High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
18 F 51 School nurse High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
19 M 55 Principal High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
20 F 50 English teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
21 F 45 French teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
22 F 35 English teacher High school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
23 F 60 School doctor Local education authority Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
24 F 53 French teacher Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
25 F 30 Educational assistant Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
26 M 47 Principal Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
27 F 50 Biology teacher Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
28 M 50 School nurse Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
29 F 59 French teacher Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
30 F 36 French teacher Middle school Bourgogne Franche-Comté Yes
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overcoming cultural barriers (see Figure 1). These practices also
underlined the differences between the immigrant populations in
the Paris area and in the Bourgogne-Franche-Comté region. In
Paris, the situations mentioned most often concerned second-
generation immigrants from North and sub-Saharan Africa and
from Asia, while in Bourgogne, encounters with travelers (largely
various groups of Roma, also administratively designated as “gens
de voyage” in France) and young political refugees from the
Middle East were more frequent. The participants reported no
situations involving school refusal among the young refugees. The
main results are shown in Figure 1, and the transcripts are
summarized in Table 2.
Working With Students With Transcultural
Backgrounds: Coping With Unusual
Situations
Perplexing Situations
The participants reported feeling destabilized by their encounters
with otherness. Many of them described the psychological
distress of these students from transcultural background as
perplexing, difficult to understand, and mysterious.
Fronti
“(Talking about Chinese sisters): they are severely um
… affected … by something that is, in my opinion,
really hard to deal with. For them. Because I've rarely
seen that, uh…”
(French teacher, 4).

“There's a student who's from Kosovo, arrived 5 years
ago, [and] who I had last year in Year 10, she was
absent a lot for, apparently for depression, so I didn't
know more about it than that, it's hard to say that she
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 5180
was one of the students, that's all, it was really
something a little different”
(French teacher, 21).
Participants described feeling shocked, awkward, and
astonished. Accordingly, several of the participants used the
term type when they were asked to describe unexpected
behaviors of youths from transcultural background.
“(About a young sub-Saharan girl): You have this girl,
who is basically apathetic. You'll see who can be
discomfited! The “I don't care” type. When I say
impassive, it's impressive. You have the impression
that nothing is happening, really, it's the right term”
(School nurse, 6).
Routines Challenged by Unusual Situations
These unusual situations jeopardized these school personnel's
regular practices by defeating their standard strategies. They
rattled their pedagogic reasoning, upsetting everything from
their communication to their ability to find practical solutions.
A math teacher (participant n°1) noted
“It complicates things. And it wasn't only not speaking
the language. When you don't understand yourself,
well you don't know, it's hard to say “You have to be
careful about this.” If the person understands one
word out of two, the whole meaning might be
distorted. And then, the understanding of the French
educational system, its requirements. Finally
everything is more complicated, at that point it's
much harder to work, it's harder to understand the
causes, and as a result, harder to draw conclusions”.
FIGURE 1 | Flow chart showing the interview topic (level 1), themes (level 2), subthemes (level 3), and higher-level codes (level 4).
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TABLE 2 | Illustrative quotations from transcripts.

Themes Categories Quotes

Working with students with transcultural backgrounds: coping with unusual situations

Perplexing
situations

Experiencing
destabilization

(Talking about Chinese sisters): “they are severely um … affected … by something that is, in my opinion, really hard to deal with.
For them. Because I've rarely seen that, uh…” (French teacher, 4)
“There's a student who's from Kosovo, arrived 5 years ago, [and] who I had last year in Year 10, she was absent a lot for,
apparently for depression, so I didn't know more about than that, it's hard to say that she was one of the students, that's all, it
was really something a little different.” (French teacher, 27)

Feeling shock,
awkwardness,
astonishment

(About a young sub-Saharan girl): “You have this girl, who is basically apathetic. You'll see who can be discomfited! The ‘I don't
care' type. When I say impassive, it's impressive. You have the impression that nothing is happening, really, it's the right term.”
(School nurse, 6)
(Talking about a Kabyle youth): “I had a young man who was failing. He wasn't coming [to school]. We were very shocked.
When the parents were able to say, it's the mother who explained, that ‘we can't help him with school'. The mother was
illiterate.” (English teacher, 5)

Routines
challenged by
unusual
situations

Standard strategies
fail

“It complicates things. And it wasn't only not speaking the language. When you don't understand, yourself, well you don't know,
it's hard to say ‘You have to be careful about this.' If the person understands one word out of two, the whole meaning might be
distorted. And then, the understanding of the French educational system, its requirements. Finally everything is more
complicated, at that point it's much harder to work, it's harder to understand the causes, and as a result, harder to draw
conclusions.” (Math Teacher, 1)

Discriminatory
cultural barriers

“There's a parent, I believed he wouldn't speak very well. In fact, he speaks very very well.” (School nurse, 6)
“Parents don't express themselves very well in French, so the children are sort of left to themselves. They're in school, but it
becomes complicated.” (School nurse, 6)
“We've forgotten to say, ‘Why? Why is he not managing to meet our requirements?' For us, it was ‘immature' or ‘he doesn't
listen!' And, well, no, there is nonetheless a minority, a numerous minority who don't fit into our explanations.” (English teacher,
5)

Families' school culture is different than that expected by school personnel
Families were
seen as
inaccessible

Inaccessibility is
assumed and
explained by the
differences in
culture and
language

“There are cultures—without necessarily being misogynist—it's cultural … People who might be bothered, there, if it were a guy,
sometimes, I'm sure that, I think that it could change the situation.” (School nurse, 6)

Cultural differences
remain taboo

“It's hard, [the] single-parent families, it's complicated, because we also have cases of polygamy, anyway, not enormously but
um, it's not known it's not said, it's not written, but we know … Because we asked a question, and we didn't understand, and
we know that it's polygamy. Single-parent, that doesn't say much.” (School doctor, 13)

Families that
do not share
the school's
mission

Doubting the
willingness of
parents to agree
with the aims of
education

“Among the students who I knew they were victims of anxious school refusal, there are sometimes families that are extremely
caring, concerned and put time into their children's education, and others sometimes can be a little less so, uh” (History-
geography teacher, 11)

Assuming that
families' cultural
priorities are
incompatible with
children's education

“There is, sometimes, a lack of interest in school that can be linked to the family's culture. A child, those they call the travelers,
there are a lot of them around here. And the school culture is truly under … underestimated, undervalued. The idea is to be able
to work as soon as possible, manual labor, and soon.” (Principal, 41)
“The travelers, it depends on the season. There's a semi-chronic absenteeism, in these families. At harvest time, the kids
disappeared, they reappeared after. For me, it's cultural. The lifestyle is not compatible with on-going education.” (French
teacher, 38)
“When you come from a country where school is more a question of luck and an optional right, ok, he goes to school
occasionally and there is not so much regular follow-up of lessons. There are some parents who also don't understand, the
necessity that the child be there” (Math teacher, 1)
“I see families of sub-Saharan origins especially, school isn't more or less important than anything else. They don't see the
stakes of school in our civilization, clearly.” (School doctor, 13)
“Religion is starting to take a large role in our society. This religion makes people … stand out by the fact of belonging to a
group. And so school has no more reason to exist. The older generation, where, on the contrary, the children were super-proud
of succeeding, for their parents, and the parents were very proud of their children's success, and of their total integration in the
country. You were supposed to be completely integrated, not show your difference. But now, the aim is to show your
difference.” (Spanish teacher, 3)

Families
complying
with school,
but lacking
resources

The lack of
academic skills

“The families don't all have, necessarily, the resources that would enable them to ensure, “success” (in quotation marks), but can
nonetheless have an extremely negative view of failure.” (History and geography teacher, 11)

The lack of implicit
social skills

“He started to not come anymore … But really, fear in the belly, you know! We had to telephone them to find out what was
going on. They came. The mother explained.” (English teacher, 5)

The lack of
representation of
health care services

“Sometimes we have trouble making the parents come in, it's not in their culture, psychiatrists … well there are plenty of
civilizations where it's not in the culture … to make them understand that there is care that is necessary.” (School doctor, 13)
“Culturally, sometimes, with the Asian population, we have trouble getting them to adhere to care.” (School nurse, 12)

(Continued)
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Obstacles are often embodied by language barriers. In this
sense, a language barrier was assumed before the first encounter
with the parents. This barrier, when it exists, is often considered
equivalent to parental inability to raise and educate their children
responsibly. Only one of the 30 participants, however, pointed
out that prejudices shape educators' practices regarding
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 7182
numerous children who do not conform to the way they
usually understand learning difficulties. No other participants
acknowledged any bias. To illustrate these discriminatory
cultural barriers, the teacher described a Kabyle youth whom
the school personnel had considered a “truant” until a
conference with the family showed that the behavior was in
TABLE 2 | Continued

Themes Categories Quotes

Unconventional
parenting practices
involving both
physical and moral
violence.

“It is striking to observe families from foreign countries, who seem, in relation to school, to be conscious of the importance of the
institution, but whose response is a sort of a condemnation that is demonstrated like that, publicly, and that can even take
sometimes violent forms.” (History-geography teacher, 11)
“It's the parents who had the most trouble expressing themselves in French [who] were the most severe with their children. I had
asked them to come in to see me, because his grades weren't good, and then he got slapped in the head. It was a question of
honor. The parents feel very guilty each time that there's a report of dropping out. You see it in their attitude, even though it's
expressed differently.” (Biology teacher, 42)

Parental pressure
and insensitivity to
their child distress

“The parents demanded that it continue to work well. He was coming less and less often to class, and the family demanded that
he be at school.” (School nurse, 12)
“Chinese … it's silence, they say nothing, [the parents] say nothing, everything is fine … Clams … but no, it'll be ok, they clench
their teeth, and then they come.” (School doctor, 13)
“Parental pressure is a factor in school phobia. There's greater parental pressure in the Asian community than in the other
communities.” (School doctor, 13)

Profiling students without addressing their culture
Talking about
the students'
culture: a
taboo

Teachers' difficulty
to refer to culture
and migration in
their narratives

“I asked one of them where she had been in school, because I didn't dare ask if she was born in France.” (French teacher, 4)

Using euphemisms
and conniving
allusions

“You rarely have, uh…'René', most of the time you have ‘Mamadou.' Ok, you see?” (English teacher, 5)

Profiling the
students

Worrisome
students

(Talking about two Chinese sisters): “They do everything they can to be forgotten and they succeed. They don't move. They
don't gesture. They don't catch my eyes. I asked one of them to tell me if, because they are … I said to myself: there, maybe
they don't speak French well, they are completely lost.” (French teacher, 4)

Sly youth “We have a lot of first-generation immigrants who do not speak French at all. And as a result, no matter how many letters you
send them, no matter how many times you call, sometimes you get the student, you don't know, sometimes he fakes it! He
picks up and says, “Yes yes I'll tell him.” (Math teacher, 1)

Highly adapted
youth

“We have a lot of foreign students. They invest enormously in school because they understand that it is their only path to
salvation. These children [with anxious school refusal] are vulnerable, from an emotional point of view, a little overprotected.
Those [immigrant youth], inversely, they are torn from their parents, torn from their family, torn from their friends, and they are
super happy to be here.” (Head Guidance Counselor, 19)
“They have a power of adaptation, finally … there are two kids who came from Italy, and who came perhaps from Syria before.
And so they learned, they already speak French really well, it's incredible! (Educational assistant, 39)

Overcoming cultural barriers
Implementing
new
strategies for
transcultural
situations

Providing
customized
strategies for the
youth

“Sometimes we let the students leave, because they have a psychiatry appointment and their parents mustn't know. Because
that can put them in danger.” (Head Guidance Counselor, 2)

Making explicit
what is tacit for the
other families

“It can be hard to make [Chinese parents] understand that there is treatment that is necessary, so that they want to hear uh …

it's complicated for their child … that their child, he's not well.” (School doctor, 13).

Using one's
cultural
background

To communicate
with parents

“I come from another culture too, my family is Iranian. So, I know how to talk to parents who believe that all you have to do is
say, ‘listen to your teacher, listen to your teacher.' Because there's no agreement about values, especially in middle school.”
(English teacher, 5)

To set themselves
as role model for
the youth.

“I'm originally Algerian and there've been students from North Africa and who weren't succeeding. [They said] ‘in any case, I'm
stupid, my parents can't read'. So I explained to them, well, my parents couldn't read or write either, but I passed the agreg
[advanced civil service test]. I think that also affected them. Anything is possible, and then as a result I set up personalized help
for them. [They told me] ‘you give us personalized help, finally someone who listens to us, who considers us.'” (English teacher,
29)

To connect with the
young people
affected by anxious
school refusal

“There remains, even for these youth, a desire for ‘cultural nourishment.' History and geography are often very important for
these youth who have … anxious school refusal … because they always find an association with their past, their culture, their
roots.” (Director, 7)
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reality school refusal. This dialogue occurred only because the
school personnel took the initiative to call the parents. The
parents had not dared to contact the school and appeared to
accept the child's absences; their apparent failure to secure their
child's attendance at school led to the conclusion the child's
behavior could not be school refusal but was instead truancy.
This shows the potential for misdiagnosis between truancy and
school refusal, according to Berg's criteria, when applied to
children of migrant families.
Fronti
“I had a youth who was failing, he was afraid to come
[to school] because he knew he hadn't done his
homework, that we were going to reproach him. We
had created a very onerous climate. At a certain point,
he started to not come anymore. But really, he was
petrified, you know! We were very shocked that …
when the parents were able to say … because the
youth, he had never said. We had to telephone them to
find out what was going on. They came, and the
mother explained that “we can't help him with
school work”. The father works from morning til
night, and the mother was barely literate. So he had
fallen behind. We, by our demands—which were
justified—we had just forgotten to ask ourselves why
he wasn't managing to meet our requirements. For
us, he was “immature”, ‘he doesn't listen”. And, well,
no, there is nonetheless a minority, a numerous
minority, who don't fit into our explanations. This
kid was petrified to come to school. It can be
truly overwhelming”
(English teacher, 5).
Families’ School Culture Is Different Than
That Expected by School Personnel
Families Were Seen as Inaccessible
Both school medical personnel and teachers expressed their
impression that immigrant families are inaccessible. A
language barrier was assumed before the first talk. Beyond the
language issue, participants explained this inaccessibility by
reasons such as differences in cultural representations. For
example, a school nurse (participant n°6) saw the difference in
male-female relationships as accounting for her unease when
talking to migrant fathers.
“There are culture—without necessarily being
misogynist—it's cultural … People who might be
bothered, there, if it were a guy, sometimes, I'm sure
that, I think that it could change the situation.”
However, talking openly about cultural difference remained
taboo for the participants. Polygamy, for instance, is a cultural
practice common in several African countries, but forbidden in
France. Thus, when the participants understood that the
students' parents were living in this illegal form of marriage,
they evoked the topic only indirectly, through allusions.
ers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 8183
Similarly, participants who had contact with immigrant
families described diverse school-related representations,
behaviors, and skills indirectly. Moreover, they understood the
difficulties they encountered in dealing with these families in two
different ways:

Families That Do Not Share the School's Mission
Sometimes, participants doubted the willingness of some
immigrant parents to agree with the aims of education in the
host country. They questioned whether some parents intended to
play their customary role in French society, where parents are
expected to help their children with their school work and thus
support and promote their academic achievement. Some
participants implied that some parents might be inattentive to
their child.
“Among the students who I knew they were victims of
anxious school refusal, there are sometimes families
that are extremely caring, concerned, and put time
into their children's education, and others sometimes
can be a little less so, um…”
(History-geography teacher, 10).
Other parents were seen as uninterested in the child's
schooling. Participants explained this by both cultural reasons
and priorities incompatible with the children's education and
integration into the education system. Some personnel
considered that parents were not prepared for the importance
of school in French society:
“When you come from a country where school is more
a question of luck and an optional right, ok, he goes to
school occasionally and there is not so much regular
follow-up of lessons. There are some parents who also
don't understand, the necessity that the child be there”
(Math teacher, 1).
According to some participants, some families, including
immigrants, have shifted their life goal from school success to
religion and religious membership. The older generations of
migrants had sought assimilation through school achievement
and the concealment of any cultural difference. However, the
younger generation appeared to claim their pride in aspects of
their identity setting them apart from the culture of the host
country, such as religion. As one teacher said,
“Religion is starting to take a large role in our society.
This religion makes people … stand out by the fact of
belonging to a group. And so school has no more
reason to exist. The older generation, where, on the
contrary, the children were super-proud of succeeding,
for their parents, and the parents were very proud of
their children's success, and of their total integration in
the country. You were supposed to be completely
integrated, not show your difference. But now, the
aim is to show your difference”
(Spanish teacher, 3).
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Families Complying With School, but Lacking
Resources
Immigrant parents were sometimes depicted as, at most, willing
to help their child presenting school refusal by encouraging them
to attend. School personnel described parents who, despite their
goodwill, lacked academic and social skills and had inaccurate
representations of mental health care and inappropriate
educational attitudes that could account for their children's
school issues. Some families who agreed with the school
culture in France and its aims (academic achievement) lacked
the academic skills necessary to help their child:
Fronti
“The families don't all have, necessarily, the resources
that would enable them to ensure, “in quotation
marks” success, but can nonetheless have an
extremely negative view of failure”
(History and geography teacher, 10).
Participants stressed parents' lack of social skills as an
explanation for some immigrant parents' relationships to
institutions, such as school and health care services. For
instance, some parents did not grasp that they were expected
to be the ones to call school personnel and ask for a meeting. The
lack of this implicit social skill required to interact with the
school sometimes led to misunderstandings. School medical
personnel also attributed the difficulty in referring immigrant
families to mental health care services to a lack of representations
of integrated youth health care services (29, 30).
“Sometimes we have trouble making the parents come
in, it's not in their culture, psychiatrists … well there
are plenty of civilizations where it's not in the culture
… to make them understand that there is care that
is necessary”
(School doctor, 12).

“Culturally, sometimes, with the Asian population, we
have trouble getting them to adhere to care”
(School nurse, 11).
Participants sometimes mentioned parents' inappropriate or
unusual attitudes towards their children with emotional or
academic difficulties. During parent–teacher meetings at
school, participants noticed unconventional parenting practices
involving both physical and moral violence. Parents sometimes
considered public physical violence to be a way to demonstrate
their efforts to secure school attendance, despite their inability to
provide the child with effective support.
“It's striking to observe families from foreign
countries, who seem, in relation to school, to be
conscious of the importance of the institution, but
whose response is a sort of a condemnation that is
demonstrated like that, publicly, and that can even
take sometimes violent forms”
(History-geography teacher, 10).
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Some participants underlined the moral dimension of the
relationship of these families with the school, reflected in their
willingness to show their honor, responsibility, and respect for
school rules:
“It's the parents who had the most trouble expressing
themselves in French [who] were the most severe with
their children. I had asked them to come in to see me,
because his grades weren't good, and then he got
slapped in the head. It was a question of honor. The
parents feel very guilty each time that there's a report
of truancy. You see it in their attitude, even though it's
expressed differently”
(Biology teacher, 27).
Physical violence was not the only inappropriate means by
which immigrant parents expressed their efforts to get their child
to school. Parental demands related to school attendance can
also be viewed as a kind of insensitivity to their child's distress
and as rigidity in their relationship with school personnel, as
these statements by school medical personnel show about some
families from China.
“The parents demanded that it continue to work well.
He was coming less and less often to class, and the
family demanded that he be at school”
(School nurse, 11).

“Chinese… it's silence, they say nothing, [the parents]
say nothing, everything is fine… Clams… but no, it'll
be ok, they clench their teeth, and then they come”
(School doctor, 12).
Some participants feel that this “unsympathetic” support
from some immigrant parents for the schooling of their child
is parental pressure that can lead the child to develop
school refusal:
“Parental pressure is a factor in school refusal. There's
greater parental pressure in the Asian community than
in the other communities”
(School doctor, 12).
To conclude, these two different lines of thinking—
intentional lack of parental efforts, on the one hand, and lack
of resources, on the other—were often observed in interviews of
the same participant. This reflects their constant ambivalence
and doubts when trying to decide whether to assign
responsibility (internal causality in the family) or point out
determinism (external causality) in each situation.

Profiling Students Without Addressing
Their Culture
Talking About the Students' Culture: A Taboo
Participants appear to find raising questions with their students
about the students' difference, foreignness, to be sensitive,
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potentially offensive, just as they did in talking with and about
the families. They hesitated to talk about culture with the
students, speaking carefully and sometimes using alternate
euphemisms, such as geographic origin, or ethnic group,
migration status, or other categories.
Fronti
“I asked one of them where she had been in school,
because I didn't dare ask if she was born in France.”
(French teacher, 4).
They also found it difficult to refer to culture and migration in
their narratives; this was true from the perspectives of both style
and content. To name the otherness of these young people,
school personnel used several different qualities and mixed them,
for example, switching between ethnic dimension and migration
status. Several levels of language were used, varying from formal
words (such as “first-generation immigrants”) to more colloquial
ones (“Chinese”). Sometimes participants even tried to overcome
their unease by inviting the interviewer to share conniving
allusions to foreign names, to underline their exoticism,
their difference.
“You rarely have, uh…”René,” most of the time you
have “Mamadou.” Ok, you see?”
(English teacher, 5).
Profiling Students
Despite their difficulties dealing with the topic of the students'
origins, some participants drew collective portraits of the
immigrant youth, with descriptions very different in Paris and
Bourgogne. Some profiles were idealized, others more pejorative.

In Paris, interviews were conducted in multicultural and
multiethnic schools, with first- and second-generation
immigrant students. Some participants reported worrisome
students who made efforts to become invisible to their
classmates and to the teacher. Paradoxically, this attitude
apparently helped to call them to the attention of the teacher,
who was impressed by this effort at invisibility. Although non-
immigrant youth with school refusal also worked at hiding
themselves in plain sight, at least some participants seemed to
explain this attitude as transcultural, through the language
barrier, for instance:
“(Talking about two Chinese sisters): They do
everything they can to be forgotten and they
succeed. They don't move. They don't gesture. They
don't catch my eyes. I asked one of them to tell me if,
because they are … I said to myself: there, maybe they
don't speak French well, they are completely lost”
(French teacher, 4).
Some immigrant youths were perceived as sly, trying to take
advantage of their parent's cultural distance from the school,
making use of the parent's lack of knowledge of some social codes
and practices to reap benefits or avoid penalties in some
situations. The language barrier between their parents and
school personnel was sometimes used similarly:
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“We have a lot of first-generation immigrants who do
not speak French at all. And as a result, no matter how
many letters you send them, no matter how many
times you call, sometimes you get the student, you
don't know, sometimes he fakes it! He picks up and
says, “Yes, yes I'll tell him”
(Math teacher, 1).
In Bourgogne, young refugees were mostly described as
highly adapted youth, strongly invested in their schooling and
expressing no difficulties. The head guidance counselor explained
this excellent involvement by the school's role as their only
lifeline. This picture of the resilient young refugees showing
interest in school despite adverse life events was opposed to a
portrait of youths with school refusal who were born in France of
French parents.
“We have a lot of foreign students. They invest
enormously in school because they understand that
it is their only path to salvation. These children [with
anxious school refusal] are vulnerable, from an
emotional point of view, a little overprotected. Those
[immigrant youth], inversely, they are torn from their
parents, torn from their family, torn from their
friends, and they are super happy to be here”
(Head Guidance Counselor, 16).
Some personnel underlined these students' ability to adapt to
the French educational system and the French language.
“They have a power of adaptation, finally … there are
two kids who came from Italy, and who came perhaps
from Syria before. And so they learned, they already
speak French really well, it's incredible!”
(Educational assistant, 25).
Overcoming Cultural Barriers
Implementing New Strategies for Transcultural
Situations
The perturbing transcultural situations encountered by the
participants obliged them to adopt a reflexive attitude and to
carefully think through the circumstances to adapt their
practices. Several developed customized strategies for these
youths, sometimes collectively organized with the school team,
sometimes more individually. One example was the provision of
confidential support to students, unbeknown to their relatives.
As the head guidance counselor (participant n°2) pointed out:
“Sometimes we let the students leave, because they
have a psychiatry appointment and their parents
mustn't know. Because that can put them in danger.”
With immigrant families, personnel may have to state
explicitly that which is understood tacitly by other families.
This pedagogy can be done either through official institutional
activit ies or in a less formalized manner, through
direct conversation.
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Using One's Cultural Background
Among the most creative ways participants supported families,
one involved the use of their own cultural background to
communicate with parents and to undertake a sort of decoding
of the values espoused by the school system of the host country.
Fronti
“I come from another culture too, my family is
Iranian. So, I know how to talk to parents who
believe that all you have to do is say, “listen to your
teacher, listen to your teacher”. Because there's no
agreement about values, especially in middle school”
(English teacher, 5).
These participants used their cultural background and their
academic achievement to set themselves as role models for the
youth. They also offered them personalized review courses:
“I'm originally Algerian and there've been students
from North Africa and who weren't succeeding. [They
said] “in any case, I'm stupid, my parents can't read.”
So I explained to them, well, my parents couldn't read
or write either, but I passed the agreg [advanced civil
service test]. I think that also affected them. Anything
is possible, and then as a result I set up personalized
help for them. [They told me] “you give us
personalized help, finally someone who listens to us,
who considers us”
(English teacher, 22).
Subjects, such as history or geography, linked to the culture
are another means of connecting with the young people affected
by school refusal. As one school director (participant n°7) said:
“There remains, even for these youth, a desire for
“cultural nourishment”. History and geography are
often very important for these youth who have …
anxious school refusal … because they always find an
association with their past, their culture, their roots.”
DISCUSSION

In Which Cases of School Refusal Is the
Issue of Culture Noticed, and in What
Ways?
Only 30 school personnel interviewed about school refusal
reported working with students with transcultural
backgrounds. Their interviews underlined the discomfort that
they experienced when they had to deal with families with
cultural differences. The French school system is steeped in the
ideology of the République laïque and antiracism, inherited from
the Enlightenment philosophers who proclaimed their
“indifference to differences” on the public scene, that is, to say,
in institutions such as hospitals and schools. These imposed
neutral priorities sometimes lead school personnel to avoid
dialogue about cultural and ethnicity issues when they deal
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with minorities. This avoidance produces the taboos described
in the Results section and therefore requires specific attention in
“color-blind” societies that are in reality multicultural. Treating
differences as taboos may force school personnel to use
superficial and thus biased concepts of culture in their dealings
with immigrant families.

The participants' narratives when speaking of SAPs in
transcultural contexts revealed that their encounter with
otherness and cultural difference was unexpected. These
transcultural encounters left them uneasy, troubled, even
stunned, emotions transmitted by the words and tone of their
responses. To some extent, this recalls some traits of
posttraumatic narratives. These unusual situations dissolved
their professional self-confidence, leaving them passive and
helpless in the face of this experience. The puzzlement
expressed in their answers on the topic of school refusal by
youths from transcultural backgrounds might thus mirror the
traumatic experience of their encounter with otherness, perhaps
recalling the concept of vicarious traumatization (31). Thus, the
non-standard practices subsequently developed by some
participants for dealing with these situations might be seen as
defensive strategies to enable them to again become an active
participant, thus recovering their professional identity. Inversely,
when students belonging to the dominant culture exhibited
SAPs, school personnel never mentioned cultural factors
because, in that situation, they perceive no reason to think
about or question the implicit cultural beliefs and values that
they share with the family.

The School Personnel's Ambivalence
Toward Cultural Factors
Participants' responses to school absenteeism of children from
transcultural backgrounds vary, but seem to share a common
denominator: the necessity for school personnel to shift from
prereflexive adjustment to a situation to conscious reflexivity.
Working with immigrant families often leads social workers and
care providers to discover previously unseen modes of
socialization, unique for each family, as underlined by Lahire
(32). Lahire argues that the greater the difference between how
the family and the teacher understand school requirements, the
less likely the student is to achieve success in school (33). This
risk of failure is even greater if, as is most often the case, school
personnel are unaware of the families' internal approach or
reasoning in relation to school. One example of this, illustrated
by the participants' descriptions of their experiences, is the issue
of corporal punishment at school. Physical punishment was
previously authorized by law in French schools, but is now
illegal. French parents know today that this written law
prevails over customary laws that did to a certain extent allow
violence against children. This may explain why participants
were shocked by the parental corporal punishment in front of
them, behavior from another time regarded as retrograde. Thus,
participants may not have even considered the possibility that
these migrant families have a different attitude or approach to
corporal punishment, one sustained by different sociological and
cultural processes, as Delanoë has pointed out (34).
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The encounter with families with transcultural backgrounds
confronts school personnel with a different cultural approach to
school (or care) from their own. The personnel lack both
theoretical training in transcultural issues and practical
experience with migrant families. The unusual situations they
faced defied their usual work strategies, which are appropriate for
families in intracultural contexts. Thus, school personnel's
understanding of the behavior of both students and parents
can be riddled with prejudices and stereotypes. There is
accordingly a risk of negative bias in how school personnel
perceive immigrant families: they often meet the student or his or
her family for official appointments or when the family is
summoned for disciplinary issues. These negative experiences
increase the risk that personnel will form negative, often
inaccurate impressions of these immigrant families, for
example, by perceiving some parents as abdicating their
parental responsibility by their manifestation of a different
relationship to the school (35). Such misunderstandings in
turn may well influence the staff's current and future
representations, perhaps resulting in a “self-fulfilling prophecy”
(specifically, a “golem” effect), with potential prejudicial
outcomes: on one hand, reinforcement of the negative
representations about the immigrant parents and thus less
likelihood of working positively with them, because they are
discredited in advance and so easily pictured as “abdicating”
(36); on the other hand, students' subjective disengagement from
their relations with the school, as a strategy to preserve their self-
image and to avoid confirming a negative stereotype of their
cultural group (37).

Cultural Countertransference Leads to
Misdiagnosing School Refusal as Truancy
Devereux theorized cultural countertransference as the sum total
of an observer's implicit and explicit reactions, conscious and
unconscious, to the observed object in a transcultural situation
(38). For the purposes of this study, this includes all the
conscious and unconscious prejudices and representations,
both negative and positive, that school personnel of a given
culture will experience when working with a youth or a family
from another culture. These representations are organized
around the tension between exclusion on the one hand, and
the validation or even idealization of cultural difference, on the
other. An example is how immigrant parents are sometimes
treated as unfit by some personnel, who at the same time want to
protect the children from their parents' supposed neglect. The
cultural countertransference thus influences the perception as
well as the reasoning of the participant—both underpinned by
the affective polarization between rejection and validation.

School refusal is an interesting disorder for exploring the
impact of cultural countertransference. When immigrant parents
had not dared to contact the school personnel, their apparent
failure to secure their child's attendance at school led the
participants to the conclusion the student's behavior could
only be defined as truancy. Thus, school refusal may well be
misdiagnosed as truancy, according to Berg's criteria, when
applied to children of migrant families. In this sense, the
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participants of this study understood their migrant students'
absenteeism as truancy instead of school refusal. Several lines of
reasoning thus appear in these narratives about immigrant
families and may yield various practical consequences. School
personnel attribute intentionality to the immigrant families'
positioning in relation to the school and consequently also
ascribe to them responsibility for the school refusal. At the
same time, however, they perceive a possible cultural
determinism, which they may interpret as a social handicap,
explained by failure to master the school's norms of conduct,
because some families lack the explicit and implicit knowledge,
attitudes, and skills required to communicate and interact with
school personnel in a way the latter consider normal. For youths
with transcultural backgrounds, the participants interpreted
school absenteeism as a result of behavioral or mood problems,
the family's lack of interest in school, language problems or poor
grades. The sole exception was the English teacher of Iranian
descent (participant n°5), who went to the trouble to call the
family of a truant-like student and thus discovered that the youth
was “petrified” by fear and presented with school refusal. The
tension between these two opposing narratives thus reflects the
complexity of the participants' work with immigrant families and
their constant ambivalence.

School personnel's experiences with the unconventional
behavior of families that do not share their school culture lead
them to interpret it as deviance, whether intentional or
determined. These opposing tensions are found too in their
diagnosis of situations. From one perspective, they diagnose
school refusal, accepting the idea of external determinants that
overwhelm the youth and his or her family and thus a certain
determinism. From another perspective, they consider the youth
a school truant, a label that presupposes that he or she made a
choice or is otherwise responsible for the situation. Thus,
students with transcultural backgrounds can challenge the
agreed-upon understanding of school refusal as taught to
education professionals. The final diagnosis will of course
depend very much on other factors along any given youth's
pathway from school onward, including perhaps to a hospital.
These include especially the mutual influence of the teachers,
counselors, psychologists, doctors, and family members beside
them. Finally, the cultural differences in these examples appear to
be seen most often as a barrier to the school personnel's work,
although they do not always block this work. Thus, participants,
reporting being destabilized in their professional identities by
their encounter with otherness, might act out their cultural
countertransference aggressively, for example by promoting
referral to court or social services, and simultaneously
rationalize this decision.

Addressing Diversity to Help Immigrant Youth With
School Refusal
Different subgroups in our research group focused on the
viewpoints of school personnel, migrant parents (39), child
psychiatrists (40) and adolescents (41), and their attitudes
about school refusal in transcultural contexts. The results of
this study of school personnel and their difficulties with children
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presenting with school refusal in transcultural situations, mirror
the findings of the groups studying parents, psychiatrists, and
adolescents. As Rosenthal et al. stressed, the immigrant parents
of children presenting with school refusal may have
misrepresentations of the school and, of their child's difficulties
and may also lack the cultural codes needed to interact effectively
with school personnel or doctors.

Most of the transcultural contexts described by the
participants expressed a negative vision of the students' culture,
which was seen as an obstacle in their relationship to education.
Payet (42) described the issue in dealing with ethnicity at school
in France as a balance between overdetermination and
invisibilization of otherness. On the public scene, strangeness
cannot be openly talked about, whereas school personnel can talk
about it “backstage”. Moreover, the tension between this ideology
and the work these personnel do in a daily life that is increasingly
ethnicized risks promoting a hesitation between affirmation and
stigmatization when talking about cultural differences (43). In
color-blind societies, the tension between recognizing and
ignoring questions of culture in schools might compromise the
school achievement of young immigrants (44–46). Mansouri, for
example, linked the school difficulties of immigrant youth whose
parents were born in former French colonies (North Africa and
sub-Saharan Africa) to a postcolonial dimension (47). Thus, two
conditions might lead school personnel to develop
discriminatory reasoning and youth to perceive discriminatory
attitudes: 1) the unconscious symbolic violence (of the school
personnel against the youth) inherited from the colonial past and
reproduced in the “here and now” of the present relationship
with the pupils; and 2) the youth's unconscious knowledge of this
past, which he or she has received through transgenerational
transmission. The youngster's subsequent feeling that the
egalitarian ideal has been betrayed could create a dominant/
dominated relationship mirroring the colonizer/colonized (or
master/slave) relationship (48).

However, some participants creatively implemented new
ways to deal with these situations, by using the cultural
difference for mediation. They thereby demonstrated that the
outcome of working with immigrant families is not a foregone
(negative) conclusion. Many participants experienced problems
with students with transcultural backgrounds, including those
displaying SAPs, differently than they did their usual work and
developed new strategies to deal with it. Exploring this
dimension in the standardized assessment scales exploring
school environment, such as ISAP (49), might enhance their
clinical efficacy, by giving a clearer picture of each situation, and
especially of the interactions between the youth and the school
personnel. Including a transcultural dimension in early
intervention programs, such as for psychosis (50, 51), involves
an adaptation of the standardized clinical tools (52) and
institutions (53). Moreover, theoretical support in recognizing
and dealing with transcultural contexts should be developed for
personnel, first in their training courses and second by setting up
practical guidelines, following examples already existing in the
psychiatric field, such as the Cultural Formulation Interview (54,
55). Afterwards, these same school personnel might usefully be
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offered close psychological supervision or intervention at their
workplace. Finally, the use of professional interpreters should be
systematized in cases of linguistic barriers.

Differences Between Paris and Franche-
Comté: The French Colonial History
Our study found clear differences between the situations
recounted by the participants in Paris and in Bourgogne
Franche-Comté. Several factors might explain this contrast.
The first is that the context of migration differs substantially
between the two areas, with many fewer migrants in Bourgogne
Franche-Comté than in the Paris basin (56, 57).

Second, migrant profiles vary notably between these
locations. In Bourgogne, the most common young migrants
are first-generation political refugees, without their parents,
and travelers, the latter now long settled in Bourgogne, with
uniquely seasonal moving. Participants' difficulties in talking
about the culture of the others appeared more obvious in
Paris, where the immigrant youth encountered were mostly
from countries that share a history of colonization by France
(North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa). This colonial past
remains today a very sensitive issue in France, as illustrated by
the sparse development of postcolonial studies, compared with
other former colonial powers.

Third, institutional support appears to be different. In
Bourgogne, participants described substantial support for the
refugees from local organizations and the parents of other pupils.
For example, school officials often placed them in elite
international classes, along with youth from United States and
Australia in France for exchange programs.

Strengths and Limitations
Our study had several strengths. The choice of the subjects
interviewed was original and important, because understanding
the perspectives and attitudes of school personnel is key to
developing interventions that could ensure equality of
opportunity to immigrants in schools. Also, the rigorous GT-
based analysis was most appropriate to its topic. An important
limitation of our study is that it was unable to assess in detail the
differences between immigrant families and others. It might have
been useful to include school personnel from the more socially
disadvantaged suburbs of Paris. This would have allowed us, for
example, to give voice to those working in sensitive areas, in
“réseaux d'éducation prioritaire (REP)” (high-priority education
networks), that is, districts where social difficulties strongly affect
academic achievement (58). The school personnel in these
districts are more likely to encounter and deal with immigrant
families, who often live in these areas. They would not only have
had more transcultural contexts to talk about, but would also
have been able to make comparisons that would have enabled a
more specific focus on the differences between immigrant
families and other disadvantaged families.

Implications
Examination of misconceptions about the absenteeism of
children from transcultural backgrounds (migrant children or
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children from immigrant families) is essential for ensuring
equality of opportunity to immigrants in schools in France,
Europe, and elsewhere. This research could usefully be
extended by including an assessment of transcultural
dimensions in the classification of SAPs, especially school
refusal. Our results show the need to improve the training of
teachers and other school staff to make them aware of students'
diversity, to take staff cultural countertransference into account,
and to implement transcultural skills in their theoretical training.
It also suggests the utility of helping parents to share their efforts
to secure their child's attendance with school personnel by
promoting the use of professional interpreters during
encounters with families with transcultural backgrounds.
Finally, these findings also suggest that reflexive practices and
creative strategies by school personnel can be supported by
setting up close supervision or interventions in the workplace.
CONCLUSION

This study describes the ambivalence and the difficulties
experienced by school personnel facing school absenteeism of
children with transcultural backgrounds. School absenteeism by
these children challenges the usual practices of school personnel.
When coping with these unusual situations, school personnel are
unsettled by families' school cultures, which differ from what
they expect. Many participants tried to describe and understand
the students' absenteeism without openly addressing their
culture. Their misconceptions about these students may lead to
misdiagnosis for youths whose school absenteeism might be
incorrectly labeled as truancy rather than school refusal. The
consideration of parental “reasonable efforts” already takes
different parenting styles into account, but continues to
overlook cultural factors that can cause the misunderstanding
of the youth's behavior and of their parents' attitudes toward
school attendance. These feelings reflect the tension between the
ideology of a secular Republic and the reality of the school
personnel's daily lives, which are becoming increasingly
ethnicized. Nonetheless, the creative strategies that school
personnel report developing demonstrate that that cultural
barriers can be overcome and that unconscious discrimination
is not inevitable.

This situation calls for a major change in the understanding of
cultural differences in color-blind societies. In the meantime,
more local solutions could be attempted. Practices might be
Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 14189
improved by developing transcultural theoretical training for
professionals working in the area of school absenteeism among
students with such backgrounds. Second, in the research field,
the assessment of transcultural dimensions should be included in
standardized diagnostic tools that aim to differentiate school
refusal from other SAPs (truancy, school withdrawal, and school
exclusion) to ensure equality of access to services for immigrants
in schools, including equality of referral to health care services
when needed.
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There is large heterogeneity among youth with school attendance problems (SAPs).
For this reason, protocols for the treatment of SAPs need to be flexible. Back2School
(B2S) is a new manual-based, modular transdiagnostic cognitive behavioral intervention
to increase school attendance among youth with SAPs. It also aims to increase the
self-efficacy of these youth and their parents. B2S includes evidence-based modules
addressing youth anxiety, depression, and behavior problems, together with modules
focused on parent guidance and school consultation. The current study examined the
feasibility of evaluating B2S in an randomized controlled trial and acceptability of the
B2S program in a non-randomized trial, including both qualitative and quantitative data,
in preparation for a randomized controlled trial of its effectiveness. Youth, parents, and
teachers completed questionnaires at baseline, post-intervention, and follow-up. School
attendance data were collected from school registers. Twenty-four youth with a SAP
(defined as more than 10% absenteeism during the last 3 months) were recruited from
primary and lower secondary schools in Aarhus Municipality, Denmark. Their parents
also participated in B2S. Two of the 24 families withdrew during the intervention, after
sessions two and six respectively. Of the remaining 22 families, 19 (86%) completed all
10 sessions. Parents and youth rated their satisfaction with B2S as high, and high levels
of satisfaction were maintained 1 year after the intervention. Teacher satisfaction was
lower than that of youth and parents, but the majority found the school’s participation
in the intervention helpful. Preliminary evaluation of intervention outcomes showed
significant increase in school attendance and decrease in psychological symptoms, as
well as a significant increase in self-efficacy for both youth and parents. Based on this
feasibility data, adaptations were made to the B2S manual and study procedures prior
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to commencement of a randomized controlled effectiveness trial. The main adaptation
to the manual was to increase school consultation. The main procedural adaptation
was to broaden recruitment. Furthermore, it was necessary to increase level of staffing
by psychologists because treatment delivery was more time consuming than expected.

Keywords: Back2School, school attendance problems, cognitive behavioral therapy, transdiagnostic, feasibility,
acceptability, youths

INTRODUCTION

The school context is important for youths’ academic
development and the development of their social-emotional
competencies (Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). School absenteeism
has a negative impact on development in these areas (Carroll,
2010; Gottfried, 2014). Long-term school absenteeism increases
a youth’s risk of early school dropout, which increases the risk
of employment, financial, social, and health issues in adulthood
(Attwood and Croll, 2006; Christle et al., 2007; Kearney, 2008b).

In the United States and United Kingdom there has been an
increase in the number of students with chronic absenteeism
(i.e., more than ten percent; Chang et al., 2018; Department
for Education, 2019). The increase in absenteeism is also seen
in Danish schools. On average, Danish students in elementary
and lower secondary school are absent from school 12 days
each school year (six percent of school days), representing
an increase since 2014/2015 of one whole day of absenteeism
(Undervisningsministeriet, 2018). More specifically, there has
been a decrease in lower levels of absenteeism (i.e., 0–2%
absenteeism) and an increase in higher levels of absenteeism
(i.e., more than 10% absenteeism during a school year)
(Undervisningsministeriet, 2018).

School attendance problems (SAP) encompasses different
types of problematic school absenteeism. There is large
heterogeneity among youths with SAPs, whereby etiology,
associated psychopathology, and presentation vary according
to the type of SAP (e.g., Kearney, 2008a; Heyne et al.,
2019). Customarily, interventions to improve school attendance
have focused on one specific type of SAP, such as school
refusal alone or truancy alone. Moreover, the effectiveness
of these interventions has mainly been examined in small-
scale studies or without a randomized controlled design
(Maynard et al., 2013, 2015).

A functional approach has been developed to address the
heterogeneity associated with SAPs. It involves identifying
the motivational function of a youth’s SAP, including two
motivational functions referring to negative reinforcement such
as avoidance of school-based situations or escape from aversive
social and evaluative situations, and two motivational functions
referring to positive reinforcement such as pursuit of attention
from significant others or outside school (Kearney and Silverman,
1993). The functional approach attempts to covers all youth
with problematic absenteeism and are linked to an assessment
covering both the form and function of SAPs as well as providing
treatment strategies targeting different reasons for SAPs. “When
Children Refuse School” comprises interventions for absenteeism
based on this functional approach, with four protocols to

address the four motivational functions (Kearney and Albano,
2007). The strength of the program is the focus on different
functions of SAPs. However, the program does not involve
interventions at the school.

An intervention which is relevant for different types of SAPs
needs to be flexible, containing intervention components most
relevant to those different types. There are several risk factors for
SAPs related to contexts of the youth as the family context and
school context (Kearney, 2008b). These contexts are therefore
relevant to take into account in an intervention for SAPs.

Studies have found significant associations between youth
with SAPs related to school refusal and internalizing symptoms
and emotional disorders (Bools et al., 1990; Egger et al., 2003).
For youth with SAPs classified as truancy an association with
externalizing problems has been found including a higher
frequency of conduct disorder (Bools et al., 1990; Egger et al.,
2003; Vaughn et al., 2013). However, despite the link between
school refusal and internalizing behavior, depression-related
internalizing behavior is not only linked to youth with school
refusal, as a link between truancy and depression has been found
as well (Roeser et al., 1998; Egger et al., 2003; Heyne et al., 2019).

We developed the Back2School program (B2S; Thastum
and Arendt, 2017) which is a modular transdiagnostic CBT
intervention aimed at increasing school attendance and
decreasing anxiety, depression, and/or behavior problems among
youth with SAPs. B2S has a systemic approach involving both
the family and the school in the program, Improvement in youth
self-efficacy for school-related situations is also targeted in the
B2S program because low self-efficacy appears to be related to
SAPs (Heyne et al., 1998; Maric et al., 2013; Mann et al., 2015)
and an increase in self-efficacy may have a positive impact on
school attendance (Heyne et al., 2015).

Aim
The objectives of the current study were to examine the
feasibility of evaluating B2S in an RCT and acceptability of
the B2S program in a non-randomized trial, including both
qualitative and quantitative data. The results would be used
to inform a subsequent randomized controlled trial (RCT) of
the efficacy of the B2S program. A feasibility study provides
valuable information about improvements that may need to
occur before initiating a larger RCT, thereby improving the
quality and integrity of the RCT (Orsmond and Cohn, 2015).
The feasibility of evaluating B2S in an RCT was examined
with respect to: recruitment capability and the resulting
sample characteristics; data gathering procedures, including the
suitability of selected outcome measures based on response rate
and comprehension level; the acceptability of the intervention
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and study procedures; and the resources needed to implement
the study and intervention. The feasibility study also served as
a preliminarily evaluation of the impact of the intervention.
In these ways, the current study followed the model for
feasibility studies as proposed by Orsmond and Cohn (2015).
In their review of methods associated with feasibility studies,
they identified five overarching objectives, which we have also
adopted, namely the evaluation of: recruitment capability and
resulting sample characteristics; data collection procedures and
outcome measures; acceptability of the intervention and study
procedures; ability to manage and implement the study and its
intervention; and initial responses to the intervention.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
We estimated that 24 families would need to be included in
the feasibility study to ensure that all five therapists and 12
co-therapists could gain experience delivering the B2S program
with at least two cases. Thus, the current sample consisted
of 24 youths with SAPs, and their parents. Inclusion criteria
for the participating youths were: (1) enrollment in a public
school within Aarhus Municipality; (2) aged 7–16 years and
in 0–9th grade (excluding second semester of ninth grade);
(3) parent reported more than 10% school absenteeism during
the last 3 months of school; (4) the youth and at least one
of the parents understood and spoke Danish sufficiently to
complete questionnaires and participate in the intervention; (5)
commitment from both the youth and at least one parent to
participate in assessment and intervention procedures; and (6)
written informed consent provided by the holders of the parental
rights and responsibilities. Regarding the first criterion, private
schools were not included because within Aarhus Municipality
private schools are outside the municipality’s jurisdiction,
rendering school absenteeism data unavailable. Regarding the
second criterion, youth in their second semester of ninth grade
were excluded because this is the final semester in Danish
public schools, after which Aarhus municipality cannot provide
absenteeism data.

Procedure
The study was conducted in collaboration between Aarhus
University and Aarhus Municipality, Denmark. The intervention
was managed by the Center for Psychological Treatment for
Children and Adolescents (CEBU) at Aarhus University. The
feasibility study was conducted in the spring of 2017.

The families were required to make initial contact with CEBU
to participate in the study. Prior to the start of the study, the
municipality implemented widespread and extensive information
campaigns aimed at families and professionals within the
municipality. The suitability of each family, with respect to study
inclusion criteria, was initially assessed by the first or last author
based on a brief e-mail sent by the family. The email described
the youth’s problems regarding school attendance, as well as
an estimate of the youth’s absenteeism from school during the
last 3 months. Families deemed eligible received information

about the project verbally (by telephone) and then in written
form by mail. All parents signed an informed consent form for
participation. Included in the consent was permission for the
investigators to contact the school and involve the school in
the intervention. The youth and one of the parents completed
questionnaires administered at four assessment points (baseline,
post-intervention, 3-month follow-up, and 12-month follow-up).
It was optional which parent completed the questionnaires, but
ultimately it was the mothers who completed the questionnaires
at all assessment points. The main teacher for the youth also
completed questionnaires at three assessment points (baseline,
post-intervention, 3-month follow-up). All questionnaires were
administered electronically.

Intervention
The B2S program (Thastum and Arendt, 2017) is a manualized
CBT program developed for this study to increase school
attendance among youth with SAPs. It was used together with
a modular transdiagnostic CBT manual called MindMyMind
(MMM; Jeppesen, 2017). The MMM manual includes modules
of evidence-based CBT targeting subclinical or clinical levels
of anxiety, depression, behavioral disturbance, and trauma-
related problems. The MMM manual served as a supplement
to the B2S manual, inasmuch as the B2S manual indicated
when relevant modules and materials from the MMM manual
should be used. Therefore, when referring to the B2S program
and intervention in this study it refers to the B2S manual
supplemented by the MMM manual.

As previously described (Thastum et al., 2019), the B2S
intervention is based on a descriptive functional analysis
obtained by the School Refusal Assessment Scale (SRAS)
(Kearney and Silverman, 1993) together with a case formulation
approach to planning CBT for attendance problems. According
to B2S, SAPs motivated by positive reinforcement require
CBT procedures such as parent management, contingency
management, and contracting to minimize incentives for
school absenteeism and boost incentives for attendance.
SAPs motivated by negative reinforcement require CBT
procedures such as cognitive restructuring and exposure-
based practice to reduce the youth’s anxious or depressive
physical sensations and thoughts. In the development of
the intervention, we were guided in part by “the @School
program” (Heyne et al., 2014) and the “When Children Refuse
School program” (Kearney and Albano, 2007). The @school
program informed the collaboration with school staff during
regular meetings at the school (e.g., preparing the youth for
return to school) and how to address parent motivation.
The “When Children Refuse School” program informed the
flexible use of different modules depending on the youth’s
underlying problems, as well as the role of negative and
positive reinforcement.

Each family receiving the B2S intervention was treated
by one psychologist and one co-therapist. The psychologists
were employed as school psychologists in Aarhus Municipality
or as clinical psychologists at CEBU. Graduate students in
clinical psychology at CEBU functioned as co-therapists. All
psychologists and co-therapists participated in a 6-day training
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course and received weekly face-to-face group case supervision
by specialists in clinical child psychology.

Before the intervention, youth and parents participated in
a 1.5-h structured assessment interview held by the appointed
therapists to get an understanding of the youth’s development,
family and social situation, SAPs, and functioning in daily
life. The interview also included a brief, semi-structured
psychopathological interview with the youth and parents
together. This interview was based on a psychopathological
interview developed for MMM but included questions about
the youth’s SAPs. The youth did not receive a psychiatric
diagnosis following the assessment, but based on the information
derived from the interview and the questionnaires, a case
formulation was developed by the therapists. The structure
of the case-formulation was based on the framework by
Carr (2006), where factors related to the development and
maintenance of the youth’s problem were included in the
case-formulation. These factors were related to predisposing
factors, maintaining factors, protective factors, and precipitating
factors (Carr, 2006). The case-formulation was discussed with a
clinical psychologist at CEBU, and a preliminary treatment plan
was constructed.

The B2S intervention consisted of ten 1-h sessions with the
youth and parents together, except for sessions two and six, which
were only with the parents. Additional, the B2S intervention
consisted of a 1-h booster session with the youth and parents
together which were flexible but recommended to be 1–3 months
after the last session. Finally the B2S intervention consisted of
four school meetings. At week one and two of the intervention
there were two sessions per week to speed up the change process.
The following six sessions could optionally be scheduled weekly
or biweekly as decided by the therapist and the family together.

An important part of the B2S intervention is the collaboration
with the school. In addition to the B2S sessions with the family,
there were four meetings with relevant school officials from the
youth’s school, the therapists, and the parents. The meetings were
held at the youth’s school in the beginning, the middle, and the
end of the intervention, as well as shortly after the booster session.
Table 1 presents an overview of the intervention.

Feasibility Measures
Sample Characteristics
Measures were collected at baseline, post, 3-months follow-
up, and 12-months follow-up. At baseline, parents completed
questions regarding family demographics, socioeconomic status,
and the youths’ and parents’ mental and physical health. At
post, 3-months follow-up, and 12-months follow-up, the parents
were asked to report if there were changes to their background
information. Also at baseline, youth and parents provided a
functional assessment of the youth’s SAPs by completing an
adapted version of the School Refusal Assessment Scale-revised
(SRAS-R; Kearney, 2002; Heyne et al., 2017). The SRAS-R
includes four subscales each representing a functional condition
of school refusal in youths: (1) avoid stimuli that provoke negative
affectivity, (2) escape aversive social and/or evaluative situations,
(3) pursue attention from significant others, and/or (4) pursue
tangible re-enforcers outside of school. The SRAS-R consists

of a youth and parent version, both including 24 items rated
on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 to 6. The function with
the highest combined score from both the youth and parent
version is classified as the primary function of the SAPs and
are hypothesized to be the primary maintaining variable of the
youth’s SAPs. Functional scores within 0.25 points of one another
are considered equivalent (Kearney et al., 2004).

Evaluation of Data Gathering Feasibility
Response rate for completing the questionnaires for all
informants were evaluated at each data collection point.

Resources to Implement the Study
The intervention and study procedure were evaluated at post
with the psychologists, and staff at CEBU. The average number of
hours the psychologists spent on working with the families were
reported as well.

Acceptability of Intervention and Study Procedures
Acceptability was measured with respect to: (a) the intervention,
and (b) the study procedures. Participant’s dropout rate, session
attendance, and duration of the intervention were registered.

Youths, parents, and teachers completed items related to
treatment satisfaction at post- intervention. All items where rated
on a 3-point scale: (0) “Not True,” (1) “Partly True,” and (2)
“True.” For qualitative feedback about the program, open-ended
questions were included to allow the participants to comment
freely on what worked well and what needed to be improved in
the B2S program.

At 12-month follow-up, youths and parents rated their
satisfaction on the same 3-point scale and responded to open-
ended questions about the family’s continuing use of strategies
acquired in the B2S intervention.

Measures Regarding Preliminary
Outcome of the Intervention
The following measures were included as a part of the preliminary
evaluation of B2S. The measures were planned to be outcomes in
the RCT:

Primary Outcomes
School absenteeism
School absenteeism was measured using two different types
of data. First, school absenteeism (registry) data were drawn
from official school absenteeism records collected by the
schools, provided by the municipality. The absenteeism score
was calculated as a percentage of absenteeism in each of the
following periods: (a) 4 weeks before the baseline questionnaires
(baseline score); (b) 4 weeks after the post-intervention
questionnaires (post score); (c) 2 weeks after the 3-month
follow-up questionnaires (3-months follow-up score); and (d)
2 weeks after the 12-month follow-up questionnaires (12-months
follow-up score).

Second, school absenteeism (parent-report) data was based
on parent reports of the youth’s school-absenteeism at three
occasions: (1) parents retrospectively reported the amount of
school absenteeism the youths had the previous 3 months before
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TABLE 1 | Overview of the Back2School program.

Session number Duration
(hours)

Participants Session content

S-0 1.5 T, C, P Structured assessment interview with the family conducted by the therapists (a clinical psychologist and a
clinical psychology graduate student). The family receive handouts regarding psychoeducation and SMART
goals as homework for session 1.

Clinical conference 1 T The therapists are discussing the case formulation, choice of treatment modules, and treatment goals with
a clinical psychologist at CEBU

S-1 1 T, C, P Presenting and discussing the case-formulation with the family. Psychoeducation regarding school
absence, and development of SMART goals.

S-2 1 T, P Parent only session 1. Helping the parents to clarify and solve potential questions/problems regarding
school placement, somatic symptoms in child, and parental motivation for change. Planning better routines
at home. Working with potential sleep problems.

S-3 1 T, C, P Planning the date for returning to school, and planning the first day back in school. Creating a gradual
exposure plan for returning to school.

S-4 1 T, C, P Psychoeducation regarding the youth’s primary problem related to school absence (anxiety, depression, or
behavioral problems) by including the MMM Modules. Continuing work with the gradual exposure plan for
returning to school.

S-5 1 T, C, P Continuing work with CBT methods regarding the youth’s primary problem related to school absence (e.g.,
exposure, behavioral activation and/or cognitive restructuring) by including the MMM Modules. Continuing
work with the gradual exposure plan for returning to school. Working with boundaries.

S-6 1 T, P Parent only session 2. Working with parent behavior. Identifying and reducing factors at home that maintain
school absence.

S-7 1 T, C, P Continuing to work toward returning to school. Revising gradual exposure plan. Focusing on how parents
can support the youth in exposure exercises, and returning to school. Problem solving

S-8 1 T, C, P Open session tailored to needs of the youth and parents. Continue working with CBT methods by including

S-9 1 T, C, P the MMM Modules. Open session tailored to needs of the youth and parents. Continue working with CBT
methods by including the MMM Modules.

S-10 1 T, C, P Concluding the program. Focusing on maintaining and continuing the progress.

Booster 1 T, C, P Focusing on maintaining and continuing the progress. Problem solving regarding relevant problems. Advise
possible further help.

SM-1 1 T, P, S Presenting and discussing the case formulation with the school. Planning the schools role in the youth’s
return to school. Informing the school about the B2S and CBT approach.

SM-2 1 T, S Following up on the youth’s progress in the school setting. Discussing potential academic difficulties,
problems regarding bullying or other problems.

SM-3 1 T, S Planning how the school can continue to help and support the youth. Discussing relapse prevention.

SM-4 1 T, S Planning how the school can continue to help and support the youth. Discussing relapse prevention.

S, session; SM, school meeting; C, child; P, parent; T, therapist; S, school officials. The table is published in Thastum et al. (2019).

inclusion in the study using the following categories: less than
10% (less than 6 schooldays), 10–20% (6–12 schooldays, which
are about 1 day of absenteeism each week or biweekly), 20–
30% (12–18 schooldays, which are about more than 1 day of
absenteeism each week), 30–50% (18–30 schooldays, which are
about 2–3 days of absenteeism each week), more than 50% (more
than 30 schooldays which are 3 or more days of absenteeism
each week), or 100% (the child has not attended school the last
3 months); (2) at the 3-month follow-up, parents retrospectively
reported the youth’s school attendance for the 2 weeks prior to
their completion of the questionnaires mailed to them, which was
calculated to an absenteeism percentage score; and (3) the same
applied at the 12-month follow-up.

Secondary Outcomes
Emotional, behavioral, and social difficulties
Youth emotional, behavioral and social difficulties was measured
using the extended version of the Strength and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 2001). The first part of the
SDQ contains 25 items rated on a 3-point scale ranging from

0 to 2. Items are summed up into five subscales for emotional
symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, peer
relationships problems, and prosocial behavior. The second part
of the SDQ is an impact scale evaluating the level of chronicity,
distress, social impairment, and burden to others of the problems
reported. The scale contains five items (three items in the teacher
version) rated on a 3-point scale ranging from 0 to 2. The SDQ
includes both a child, parent, and teacher version. The Danish
version of the SDQ has shown acceptable internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α = 0.44–0.86) (Niclasen et al., 2012).

Anxiety
Youth anxiety was measured using the Spence Children’s Anxiety
Scale (SCAS; Spence, 1998; Nauta et al., 2004). The scale contains
44 items (including six positive fillers in the child-version) rated
on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 to 3. Items are summed up
into six subscales for the specific anxiety diagnoses social phobia,
panic disorder and agoraphobia, generalized anxiety disorder,
obsessive–compulsive disorder, separation anxiety disorder, and
fear of physical injury. The SCAS includes both a child (SCAS)
and parent version (SCAS-P). The Danish versions of the SCAS
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and SCAS-P have demonstrated satisfactory test-retest reliability
(SACS: r = 0.61–0.84, SACS-P: r = 0.53–0.88), and acceptable
internal consistency (SCAS: Cronbach’s α = 0.59–0.92, SCAS-P:
Cronbach’s α = 0.50–0.90 (Arendt et al., 2014).

Depression
Youth symptoms and levels of depression was measured using
the Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ; Daviss et al., 2006).
The MFQ includes both a child (33 items) and parent version
(34 items), rated on a 3-point scale ranging from 0-2. Items are
summed up into a total score. The Danish version of the MFQ
has demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’sα = 0.92–
0.93) (Eg et al., 2018).

Self-efficacy
Youth self-efficacy was measured using the Self-Efficacy
Questionnaire for School Situations (SEQ-SS; Heyne et al.,
1998). The SEQ-SS contains 12 items about different situations
associated with school attendance, each rated on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 to 5. The items are summed according to two
subscales, Academic/Social Stress and Separation/Discipline
Stress. A total score is calculated by summing all items (scores
range from 12 to 60). Higher scores indicate a higher level of self-
efficacy. The English version of the SEQ-SS has demonstrated
high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.81–0.85) and good
test–retest reliability (r = 0.79–0.91) (Heyne et al., 1998).

Parental self-efficacy was measured using the Self-Efficacy
Questionnaire for Responding to School Attendance Problems
(SEQ-RSAP; Heyne et al., 2016). The SEQ-RSAP contains 13
items concerning the parents’ level of self-efficacy in relation to
helping their child attend school regularly and without difficulty.
The items are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 to 4.
The items are summed to yield a total self-efficacy score (scores
range from 13 to 52). Higher levels of reported self-efficacy
are represented by a higher score. A preliminary unpublished
study of a longer version demonstrated high internal consistency
(Chronbach’s α = 0.91) and good test-retest reliability (r = 0.67)
(Lavooi, 2010).

Additional Outcomes
The following measures were included as secondary outcomes in
the RCT. Here they were included with the purpose of testing the
feasibility of the length of all questionnaires in total:

Family functioning
Youths and parents reported on family functioning using
the General Functioning subscale from The McMaster Family
Assessment Device (FAD; Epstein et al., 1983).

Experience of being bullied
The Personal Experience Checklist (PECK; Hunt et al., 2012)
is a questionnaire developed by Hunt et al. to provide a
multidimensional assessment of a young person’s personal
experience of being bullied.

Parent-school collaboration
Three items were developed to parents and teachers by the
researchers to assess the quality of the collaboration between the

parents and the school rated on a 4-point scale (from “not at all”
to “very good”).

Pediatric quality of life
Youths reported their health-related quality of life using the Child
Health Utility 9D index (CHU-9D; Stevens, 2012). The CHU-9D
was developed for use in cost-utility analysis and therefore quality
adjusted life years can be calculated (Canaway and Frew, 2013).

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics, including means, SD, and frequencies, were
used to describe the sample characteristics, participant dropout
rates, session attendance, intervention duration, and proportion
of completed questionnaires.

Qualitative data based on the participants’ responses to the
open-ended questions about the acceptability of the B2S program
was collected and analyzed using a qualitative description
design (Neergaard et al., 2009). The qualitative data were
analyzed using content analysis with modifiable coding systems
that corresponded to the data collected. The data was sorted
to identify similar patterns and themes. Commonalities and
differences among the data were also assessed. The codes were
then grouped into six themes representing the general feedback
from the participants about the intervention. The analyses were
done by the first author and the coding were performed in NVivo
(NVivo qualitative data analysis software; QSR International Pty
Ltd. Version 12, 2018).

The preliminary evaluation of outcome included an evaluation
of change over time on the outcome measures using Mixed
Linear Models (MLMs). MLMs tolerate missing values and
do not unnecessarily compromise statistical power. All MLMs
were estimated with the maximum likelihood method (ML) and
were based on the intent-to treat sample (n = 24). However,
due to the small sample size, the restricted estimate maximum
likelihood method (REML) is predicted to be the best fit, and
was therefore used for the final model (Raudenbush and Bryk,
2002). The data were hierarchically arranged in two levels,
with time at Level 1 nested within individuals at Level 2.
All models included a random intercept, and the slope was
specified as random if improving the model fit evaluated by
a significant change in the – 2LL fit statistics (Heck et al.,
2013). Based on visual inspection of the data and an inspection
of the model indices for the time variable on all outcome,
the best fit for the time variable was evaluated for each
model using – 2LL fit statistics (Heck et al., 2013). Covariance
type was tested with Variance Components (VC), First-Order
Autoregressive Structure [AR(1)], and Heterogeneous First-
Order Autoregressive [ARH(1)], using the – 2LL fit statistics
(Heck et al., 2013). The AR(1) or ARH(1) structure was
used if it improved the model fit using – 2LL fit statistics
(Heck et al., 2013).

Intervention effects were indicated by a significant change in
means over time, indicated by a significant two-way interaction
between participant’s scores and time. Effect sizes were expressed
by Cohen’s d1, with 0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 considered as small, medium,

1Effect-size equation (Cohen’s d): d = 2×
√

(F/df )
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TABLE 2 | Overview of the initial testing of the variables in the mixed linear models.

Outcome Respondent Method Time Covariance Type Para. Model

School Absenteeism (%) Municipality REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SCAS Total Youth REML TimeLog ARH(1) 6 Random intercept and random slope

Parent REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ – Emotional symptoms Youth REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Teacher REML TimeExp VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ- Conduct problems Youth REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Teacher REML TimeExp VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ- Hyperactivity/inattention Youth REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML Time2 VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Teacher REML TimeExp VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ- Prosocial behavior Youth REML TimeWeeks VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Teacher REML TimeWeeks VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ- Problems with peers Youth REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog ARH(1) 6 Random intercept and random slope

Teacher REML TimeExp VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SDQ Impact Youth REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog VC 5 Random intercept and random slope

Teacher REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

MFQ Youth REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

Parent REML TimeLog VC 5 Random intercept and random slope

SEQ-SS - Total Youth REML Time2 ARH(1) 6 Random intercept and random slope

SEQ-SS -Academic Youth REML Time VC 4 Random intercept and fixed slope

SEQ-SS -Separation Youth REML Time2 ARH(1) 6 Random intercept and random slope

SEQ-RSAP - Total Parent REML TimeLog ARH(1) 6 Random intercept and random slope

REML, restricted Estimate Maximum Likelihood Method; TimeLog, log linear model of time; TimeExp, exponential model of time; TimeWeeks, modeling of time in weeks;
Time2, quadratic model of time; ARH(1), first-Order autoregressive; VC, Variance Components.

and large effects respectively (Cohen, 1988). See Table 2, for an
overview of the initial testing of the variables in the MLMs.

All statistical analyses were performed with IBM SPSS
Statistics 25.00 for Windows (IBM Corp. Released 2016. IBM
SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 25.0. Armonk, NY,
United States: IBM Corp).

RESULTS

Recruitment Capability and Sample
Characteristics
The sample consisted of 24 youths and their parents. Initial, the
recruitment time were expected to take 1–2 months based on
the eligible number of children in the municipality with more
than ten percent absenteeism. However, it took 3 months to
include the 24 youths.

As presented in Table 3, 24 youths aged 12.7 years (range 8–
16 years) participated in the study. There was an equal number of
girls and boys, and one fourth of the youths were totally absent
from school across the last 4 weeks before study inclusion. For
the majority of the youths the school had indicated to the parents
that they were worried about the youths’ mental wellbeing. All
youths had received treatment before study inclusion due to

their absenteeism problems. Eight youths (33%) had one or
more psychiatric diagnoses prior to inclusion, and they all had
an anxiety disorder as one of their diagnoses. For the parents,
21% reported mental health problems themselves. In the semi-
structured psychopathology interview, only one youth did not
report any psychiatric symptoms. Symptoms related to anxiety
and/or depression were most often reported (75% reported
anxiety symptoms, 46% reported depressive symptoms).

Feasibility of Data Gathering Procedures
As presented in Figure 1, in all cases, a parent completed
the questionnaires at baseline and post-intervention, and
in nearly all cases, a parent completed the questionnaires
at 3-month follow-up (95%). However, the response rate
declined at the 12-month follow-up, where almost two-thirds
(64%) of the parents completed the questionnaires. The
teachers’ completion rates were relatively high at baseline
(83%) and post-intervention (86%). There was a decline
in completion rates at 3-month follow-up (59%). When
asked, teachers reported that they did not complete the
questionnaires because they lacked sufficient knowledge
regarding the youths in question because of their absenteeism
from school. The response rates for the youths were high
at baseline (92%), low at post-intervention (55%) and
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TABLE 3 | Sociodemographic characteristics of sample.

Characteristic Participants

Age at inclusion, years, mean (SD) 12.7 (2.4)

Gender, males, n (%) 12 (50%)

Gender by age group, n (%)

Males, aged 6–10 years 3 (25%)

Males, aged 11–16 years 6 (75%)

Females, aged 6–10 years 1 (8%)

Females, aged 11–16 years 11 (92%)

School absenteeism four weeks prior to inclusion, n (%)

≤10% absenteeism 11–30% absenteeism 0 (0%) 4 (17%)

31–50% absenteeism 5 (21%)

51–70% absenteeism 5 (21%)

71–99% absenteeism 4 (17%)

100% absenteeism 6 (25%)

Academically behind peers (teacher-report), n (%) 8 (33%)

Educational support1, n (%) 5 (21%)

School/teacher worried about the youth’s mental wellbeing, n (%) 19 (79%)

Changed school at least once before inclusion, n (%) 8 (33%)

Changed school after inclusion, n (%) 10 (42%)

Former treatment due to absenteeism problems, n (%):

School psychologist 16 (67%)

Private psychologist 13 (54%)

General practitioner 19 (79%)

Pediatric physician 4 (17%)

Child psychiatrics 16 (67%)

Other forms of help2 5 (21%)

No former treatment 0 (0%)

Current medication, n (%) 1 (4%)

Diagnosis prior to inclusion, n (%):

Psychiatric diagnosis3 8 (33%)

Somatic diagnosis4 5 (21%)

Living with two parents, n (%) 11 (46%)

Maternal education (Intermediate or long), n (%) 16 (67%)

Paternal education (Intermediate or long), n (%) 8 (33%)

Ethnicity, n (%)

Both parents born in DK 19 (79%)

One foreign born 5 (21%)

Two foreign born 0 (0%)

Maternal self-reported mental health problems, n (%)5 5 (21%)

Paternal self-reported mental health problems, n (%)6 4 (17%)

Symptoms reported in psychopathology interview, n (%)

Anxiety symptoms 18 (75%)

Panic disorder 4 (17%)

Separation anxiety 6 (25%)

Social phobia 8 (33%)

Specific phobia 7 (29%)

Agoraphobia 7 (29%)

Generalized anxiety 5 (21%)

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) 3 (13%)

Depressive symptoms 11 (46%)

Depressive symptoms – depressed mood/irritability 8 (33%)

Depressive symptoms – diminished interest or pleasure 10 (42%)

Depressive symptoms – fatigue or loss of energy 8 (33%)

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 2 (8%)

(Continued)

TABLE 3 | Continued

Characteristic Participants

ADHD 4 (17%)

Oppositional defiant disorder 5 (21%)

Conduct disorder 1 (4%)

Pervasive or specific developmental disorders 6 (25%)

No symptoms reported 1(8%)

SRAS-R:

Function 1: Avoidance of stimuli provoking negative affectivity,
n (%)

17 (71%)

Function 2: Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative
situations, n (%)

1 (4%)

Function 3: Pursuit of attention from others, n (%) 5 (21%)

Function 4: Pursuit of tangible reinforcement outside school, n (%) 0 (0%)

Function 1 and function 2 combined, n (%)7 1 (4%)

1Number of youths receiving any educational support in the school (support
teacher). 2Help from the social services in the municipality (n = 3), psychotherapist
(n = 1), occupational therapist (n = 1). 3Anxiety(n = 8), autism (n = 4), learning
difficulties (n = 2), depression (n = 1), OCD (n = 1), ADHD (n = 1), eating disorder
(n = 1). 4Asthma or allergy (n = 4), constipation (n = 1). 5Anxiety(n = 5), depression
(n = 4), ADHD (n = 2), autism (n = 1), learning difficulties (n = 1). 6Depression (n = 3),
anxiety(n = 1), alcohol abuse (n = 1). 7Functional scores within 0.25 points of one
another are considered equivalent.

FIGURE 1 | Flow diagram of response and completion rate.

3-month follow-up (64%), and very low at 12-month
follow-up (27%).

The registry data was used in the analyses, as absenteeism was
measured daily and not retrospectively and therefore viewed as
the most accurate measure of school absenteeism. However, we
replaced the registry data in the analyses with the parent-reported
school absenteeism data in the following instances: (1) For seven
of the participants (27%) their school absenteeism at baseline
was reported as zero percentage in the registers, indicating that
the schools did not register the absenteeism of the students. For
these seven participants the parent-reported school absenteeism,
at screening, were used instead of the registry data at baseline. (2)
One participant (4%) was enrolled in a private school, therefore
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no registry data was available for this case, and the parent-
reported school absenteeism was used instead. (3) After the
summer break following the intervention, five youths (21%)
changed to schools outside the municipality making registry data
unavailable, thus parent-reported school absenteeism was used in
these cases. (4) To investigate the robustness of the registry data,
differences between the registry- and parent-reported data were
compared for the three occasions where parent-reported data and
registry data on school attendance were available (baseline, 3-
month follow-up, and 12-month follow-up). A difference in the
level of attendance was found at the 3-month follow-up for two
cases (8%), where school absenteeism was significantly lower in
the registry data compared to the parent-reported data (case 1:
registry data = 10% and parent-reported data = 100%, case 2:
registry data = 0% and parent-reported data = 70%). In these cases
parent-report was used in the analyses.

Resources to Implement the Intervention
and Study Procedures
Based on evaluation with the psychologist two difficulties with
the resources to manage the intervention was stated: Firstly, the
psychologists spent more time on the cases than initially planned
where we estimated an average of 30 psychology hours pr. case.
This equals what the municipality estimates that psychologists
spend on youth with SAP in their treatment as usual. In
average however, the psychologists spent in average 40 h on
each case. This included participation in sessions and school
meetings, as well as preparation for the sessions and if necessary
communication with the families between the sessions. Secondly,
the psychologists reported feeling less competent in cases where
youths’ primary problems were related to behavioral problems.

Based on evaluation of the resources to manage the study
procedures with the staff and research team at CEBU there
were enough resources to manage the technical part of
the questionnaire collection. Office spaces, and administrative
capacity were also evaluated as being sufficient.

Acceptability of the Intervention
Of the 24 families who agreed to participate, 22 families (92%)
completed the intervention. The two families (8%) who did not
complete the intervention ended the intervention after session
two and session six, respectively. The parents who withdrew
after six sessions reported that their child found it too stressful
to attend the sessions and that the setting with both parents, a
psychologist, and a co-therapist attending the sessions made the
child feel uncomfortable. The other family withdrew after two
sessions because of lack of motivation to work with the child’s
SAP as they were waiting for the child to attend a different school
several months later.

With regards to participation, 19 of the 22 remaining families
(86%) completed all 10 sessions, one family completed nine
sessions, and two families completed eight sessions. The booster
session was conducted with 19 families (86%). Thirteen (59%)
of the cases included four school meetings as planned. One case
did not include any school meetings. On average, the first school

meeting was conducted 26 days after the first session (range 6–
46 days). The mean duration of the B2S intervention (from the
first session to the 10th session) was 80 days, with a range of
55–139 days. The intervention course was prolonged for three
families, due to the summer holiday. On average, there were
76 days from the last session to the booster session with a range of
35–136 days. Again, due to the summer holiday the time between
the last session and the booster was prolonged for most of the
families. The whole B2S program, from assessment interview
to booster session, spanned on average 182 days (range from
154 to 210 days).

Intervention Satisfaction
In general, both youth and parents were satisfied with B2S. As
shown in Table 4, the majority of the youths and all parents
answered ‘true’ or ‘partly true’ to the statement ‘If a friend needed
similar help, I would recommend B2S,’ and all answered ‘true’ or
‘partly true’ to the statement ‘I trusted the therapist,’ All parents
answered ‘true’ or ‘partly true’ to the statement ‘I have been given
enough information about the purpose and course of B2S prior
to the start,’ and all youths answered ‘true’ or ‘partly true’ to the
statement ‘The therapist had an understanding of my worries
and issues.’

Satisfaction as reported by the teachers was lower with regards
to the statements ‘I trusted the therapist’ and ‘I have been given
enough information about the purpose and course of B2S prior
to the start.’ The majority of the teachers (83%) found the
meetings at the school useful by reporting “partly true” or “true”
to this statement.

At 12-month follow-up, all youths and 85% of the parents
who completed the 12-month follow-up replied “partly true”
or “”true” that they would still recommend B2S to a friend.
Sixty-seven percent of the youth reported that they used the
strategies from B2S, and 77% of the parents found the strategies
helpful and a part of their everyday life. The B2S strategies
which the parents still found helpful at 12-month follow-up
were related to the specific cognitive behavioral techniques
(e.g., graduated exposure, problem solving, rewarding, and
cognitive restructuring).

Qualitative Feedback About the B2S Program
The participants’ responses to the open-ended questions about
B2S were grouped within the six themes below. All participants
completing the post-questionnaires (12 youths, 24 parents,
and 18 teachers) responded to the open-ended questions and
provided qualitative feedback.

Theme 1: assessment
Two parents and one teacher commented on the need for a better
initial screening and assessment of the youth before the start of
the program. One parent commented: “It will be better for the
children to be diagnosed before, to give a complete evaluation of
what will be the most efficient help for the child.” Another parent
commented: “I had hoped to find the answer to why my son was/is
sad. He has indicated that there is ‘something’ that he found difficult
to talk about that makes him sad. But we have never worked
out what that is.” Only one commented on the length of the
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TABLE 4 | Intervention Satisfaction at post-intervention.

Item Respondent Response categories

Not True Partly True Certainly True

If a friend needed similar help, I would recommend Back2School Youth 3 (25%) 3 (25%) 6 (50%)

Parent 0 (0%) 6 (25%) 18 (75%)

Teacher 2 (11%) 6 (33%) 10 (56%)

I trusted the therapist Youth 0 (0%) 2 (17%) 10 (83%)

Parent 0 (0%) 2 (8%) 22 (92%)

Teacher 1 (6%) 7 (39%) 10 (56%)

I have been given enough information about the purpose and course of Back2School prior to the start Parent 0 (0%) 3 (12%) 21 (88%)

Teacher 2 (11%) 8 (44%) 8 (44%)

The therapist had an understanding of my worries and issues Youth 0 (0%) 5 (42%) 7 (58%)

The meetings at the school was useful Teacher 3 (17%) 9 (50%) 6 (33%)

Data presented as n (%).

questionnaires, where a parent reported that the questions were
too difficult for an 8-year old.

Theme 2: the structure of the B2S program
Several parents commented on the structured and systematic
approach of the B2S program, as a positive part of the program.
The focus on both the youths’ strengths and difficulties was
highlighted as well: “It was very useful that both the child’s
strengths and difficulties were identified.” Parents viewed the
inclusion of both the youths and their parents as a positive
feature of the program. When asked about what worked well
in the program, parents replied: “That my daughter and I got
a common language and techniques to work with her anxiety
issues” and “That we were together in the program, the holistic
perspective on the need of all family members to be aware
of their behavior and thoughts.” Others were positive about
the inclusion of sessions with the parents only. One negative
comment was reported regarding the inclusion of the parents
in the intervention, where the parent stated that the presence
of two therapists and parents could be too much for the youth
compared to individual therapy only with the youth. Another
parent mentioned that the therapist should be aware of adjusting
the communication to a level understandable for the child and
not just the parents. Two parents found it difficult to attend
the sessions at the Center as their child found it difficult to
get out of the house and therefore the child did not participate
in the sessions.

Theme 3: the therapeutic techniques
Several participants commented on the usefulness of the
graduated exposure. One youth commented: “I have realized
that to overcome my anxiety I have to face what triggers my
anxiety.” The rewards combined with the graduated exposure
was also valued: “It was really good and fun with the different
types of rewards (stickers, praise) and the rewards that were
given when doing graduated exposure.” One youth recommended
that the program in the future used more in vivo exposure.
Several parents found the parent management techniques very
helpful, including the implementation of new routines at home,
techniques to manage conflict, and the support from the
therapist making the parent’s more comfortable in making
demands to their child.

Theme 4: collaboration with schools
Parents and teachers highlighted the importance of including the
school in the intervention: “The school makes an effort when there
are meetings and especially follow-up meetings” and “As a school
we got a better understanding of what anxiety is and how to plan
a longer course for the child. As a teacher it can be difficult to
know how to handle the situation or the student.” The involvement
of school management was also regarded as important: “It is
important that the school management is involved and is attending
the meetings.” Parents and teachers also commented on the
timing of the school meetings, and suggested that the school
meetings should be introduced earlier in the program: “The
school and B2S did not communicate in the beginning, which
caused confusion because of contradictory guidance” and “It seems
to be very useful to cooperate on helping the youth (family,
school, B2S). However, we (the school) were involved too late
in the program.” Some of the teachers recommend that the
therapist should gather more information about the student’s
class and the social environment in the class: “It is important
that B2S focuses on what the child is a part of in the school.
I would have liked it if the therapists came and observed the
class and talked to the teacher, and thus got more information
about what reality the child is coming back to.” Some teachers
also reported that there was a need for more information and
clearer communication during the program: ”I needed more
focus on how I, as a teacher, can handle different situations, to
make sure that I am not working against what’s taught in B2S”
and “Better communication, so everybody know what is expected
from them.”

Theme 5: timing, intensity, and duration of the program
Another theme from the participants’ feedback was the timing
of the sessions. It was recommended by some of the parents
to conduct the sessions before or after school hours. There was
some disagreement in the comments regarding the intensity
of the program. Some parents found the frequency of the
sessions too intense and wanted more time between the sessions,
while other highlighted the pace in the program as positive.
Several parents commented on the duration of the B2S program,
and suggested adding more sessions and an extra booster
session after 1 year.
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Theme 6: satisfaction with the therapists
All comments regarding the therapists from youth, parents, and
teachers were positive, and reflected great satisfaction with the
therapists: “The therapists were very competent. It felt like they
almost knew our son, even though they had only just met him.
They were well-prepared,” “Very competent therapists, who knew
how to make a good contact with our daughter without pressure.
They were able to adhere to the manual without being too rigid,”
and “The therapist gave me hope and motivation to do the things
in the future, I want to.”

Preliminary Outcome of the Intervention
The level of school absenteeism was reduced on average
from 67% at baseline to 26% at post-intervention
and 20% at 12-month follow-up (see Figure 2). The
change was significant (p = 0.001) with a large effect
size (d = 1.357).

As shown in Figure 3, at 12-month follow-up 16 (67%)
of the participants were absent from school less than
10% of the time and therefore did not met the inclusion
criteria with an absenteeism level of minimum 10%
anymore. Four (17%) participants still attended school
less than 50% of the time and one of the participant
(4%) did not attend school at all at 12-month follow-
up. At 3-month follow-up seven (29%) participant had
more than 50% absenteeism and three (13%) were total
absent from school.

As presented in Table 5, there was a significant average
effect over time on several outcomes. All informants reported
an average significant improvement on the SDQ emotional
problem scale and the SDQ impact scale, all with large effect
sizes. A significant and large effect on SDQ conduct problems
was also found for parent- and youth report. No significant
improvement was found on the SDQ hyperactivity scale, and
a significant improvement was found only in youth-report
on the SDQ peer problem scale, and prosocial behavior.
For anxiety symptoms and depression symptoms, youth and
parents reported on average a significant improvement with
moderate to large effect sizes. On average, significant and
large improvement in self-efficacy was also found for both
youth and parent.

FIGURE 2 | Mean school absenteeism from baseline to 12-month follow-up.

FIGURE 3 | Level of school absenteeism.

DISCUSSION

This study of the acceptability of the B2S intervention and
the feasibility of evaluating it an RCT study informs a
range of modifications to be made. Following, we discuss
modifications to recruitment, data gathering, and resourcing.
Thereafter, we discuss the acceptability and preliminary
effectiveness of B2S.

Recruitment and Sample Characteristics
Twenty-four youth and their parents were recruited, although
it took more time to recruit the targeted number of families
than was anticipated. This could be due to the fact that it
was difficult to disseminate information about the intervention
to parents in the municipality. Not all schools used their
information channels to inform parents about the intervention.
It was also difficult to get information about the B2S program
to relevant professionals (e.g., social workers, psychologists).
Because families self-refer to the B2S program, it is important
that information about the intervention reaches families in
need. Thus, for the RCT, the municipality will make it
mandatory for all schools to inform parents about B2S.
Before starting the RCT, more effort would be made to
get information to relevant professionals, including sending
information about B2S to teachers at all schools within
the municipality.

The inclusion criterion of 10 percent absenteeism during the
last 3 months might be regarded by some as a low threshold
for inclusion. However, by using this lower threshold, the
results would seem to be relevant to the broader population
of youth with SAPs and not only to the smaller group of
youth with severe SAPs (e.g., complete absenteeism for the
last 6 months). Despite our low threshold for inclusion, most
youth who were included in the feasibility study had high
levels of school absenteeism, and high scores on measures of
anxiety and depression. Only one youth reported no symptoms
during the psychopathology interview. In short, while the
inclusion criteria permitted referral of youth with mild SAPs,
the families of youth with more severe problems sought help via
the B2S program.
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TABLE 5 | Outcomes and estimates of intervention effects.

Outcome Respondent Baseline Post-intervention 3-Month Follow-Up 12-Month Follow-Up Time × Intervention effect

SDQ – Youth 6.18 (2.34) [22] 4.33 (2.50) [12] 3.14 (2.25) [14] 2.83 (2.71) [6] F = 37.303, p < 0.001, d = 2.040

Emotional Parent 7.46 (2.02) [24] 5.29 (2.71) [24] 4.71 (2.57) [21] 3.71 (2.09) [14] F = 45.01, p < 0.001, d = 1.744

symptoms Teacher 6.20 (2.38) [20] 5.78 (2.24) [18] 4.77 (2.65) [13] F = 4.449, p = 0.042, d = 0.709

SDQ- Conduct Youth 1.82 (1.56) [22] 1.33 (0.98) [12] 0.86 (1.10) [14] 0.50 (0.84) [6] F = 5.326, p = 0.028, d = 0.861

problems Parent 2.04 (1.63) [24] 1.62 (1.38) [24] 1.24 (1.22) [21] 0.86 (0.95) [14] F = 10.752, p = 0.002, d = 0.847

Teacher 0.95 (0.89) [20] 1.62 (1.38) [24] 0.54 (0.78) [13] F = 2.083, p = 0.157, d = 0.455

SDQ- Youth 4.68 (2.34) [22] 3.33 (2.06) [12] 3.29 (1.54) [14] 3.33 (2.94) [6] F = 3.708, p = 0.063, d = 0.661

Hyperactivity/ Parent 3.62 (2.55) [24] 3.92 (2.92) [24] 3.57 (2.38) [21] 3.57 (2.44) [14] F = 0.079, p = 0.780, d = 0.072

inattention Teacher 3.40 (2.28) [20] 3.92 (2.92) [24] 2.85 (2.48) [13] F = 0.474, p = 0.495, d = 0.225

SDQ- Prosocial Youth 7.32 (2.01) [22] 7.92 (2.07) [12] 7.93 (1.90) [14] 8.67 (1.21) [6] F = 4.490, p = 0.041, d = 0.724

behavior Parent 7.17 (2.06) [24] 7.42 (2.17) [24] 7.52 (2.11) [21] 7.57 (2.38) [14] F = 2.25, p = 0.780, d = 0.072

Teacher 6.40 (2.56) [20] 7.42 (2.17) [24] 7.77 (2.05) [13] F = 4.144, p = 0.050, d = 0.696

SDQ- Problems Youth 3.55 (2.09) [22] 2.92 (1.93) [12] 2.21 (1.93) [14] 1.50 (1.76) [6] F = 8.484, p = 0.006, d = 0.958

with peers Parent 2.63 (1.81) [24] 2.38 (1.64) [24] 2.00 (1.84) [21] 2.43 (2.28) [14] F = 1.520, p = 0.229, d = 0.501

Teacher 2.40 (2.11) [20] 2.38 (1.64) [24] 1.69 (1.60) [13] F = 0.583, p = 0.451, d = 0.266

SDQ Impact Youth 2.77 (2.71) [22] 1.75 (2.16) [12] 1.14 (2.21) [14] 1.17 (1.47) [6] F = 6.974, p = 0.013, d = 0.918

Parent 5.63 (2.16) [24] 3.63 (2.99) [24] 3.14 (2.80) [21] 2.93 (3.08) [14] F = 15.701, p < 0.001, d = 1.488

Teacher 3.95 (1.57) [20] 2.44 (2.73) [18] 1.08 (1.55) [13] F = 31.427, p < 0.001, d = 1.915

SCAS Total Youth 39.43 (16.77) [21] 32.50 (20.34) [12] 28.64 (17.18) [14] 24.84 (13.18) [6] F = 5.101, p = 0.042, d = 1.256

Parent 42.00 (16.18) [24] 34.95 (16.44) [22] 33.00 (16.88) [21] 28.21 (15.64) [14] F = 22.385, p < 0.001, d = 3.229

MFQ Youth 23.80 (12.13) [20] 17.33 (14.24) [12] 15.57 (13.19) [14] 11.33 (14.08) [6] F = 4.954, p = 0.033, d = 0.763

Parent 25.96 (10.00) [24] 18.91 (12.89) [22] 18.43 (13.79) [21] 16.46 (15.01) [13] F = 6.531, p = 0.017, d = 1.002

SEQ-SS – Total Youth 37.35 (12.14) [20] 41.83 (13.67) [12] 45.64 (11.75) [14] 51.17 (4.36) [6] F = 4.824, p = 0.046, d = 1.206

SEQ-SS – Academic Youth 18.25 (6.21) [20] 20.92 (6.64) [12] 22.36 (6.28) [14] 25.17 (2.64) [6] F = 13.282, p = 0.001, d = 1.291

SEQ-SS – Separation Youth 19.10 (6.66) [20] 20.92 (7.53) [12] 23.29 (6.09) [14] 26.00 (2.76) [6] F = 4.649, p = 0.050, d = 1.171

SEQ-RSAP – Total Parent 38.17 (4.19) [24] 41.96 (4.61) [22] 43.33 (6.37) [21] 44.23 (6.44) [13] F = 11.489, p = 0.003, d = 1.489

Data presented as mean (SD) [n].

Data Gathering Procedures and
Outcome Measures
The percentage of parents who responded to the questionnaires
at baseline, post-intervention and 3-months follow-up was
acceptable, except at the 12-month follow-up. In cases where
either parents or youth did not complete the questionnaires
within 2 weeks, a reminder email was sent on two occasions.
Nevertheless, the response rate among youths was low, both after
the intervention and at follow-up. None of the youth and just one
parent commented on the length of the questionnaires (that it was
too long), suggesting that the low response rate among youth was
not due to the extensive number of items in the questionnaires.
Some of the youths refused to complete the questionnaires or the
parents exempted their child from completing the questionnaires,
believing that is was too challenging for them. Thus, in the
RCT, the importance of completing the questionnaires would
be highlighted for the psychologists, co-therapists, as well as
the parents and youth. It would be mandatory for the youth
and parents to complete the baseline measures to be included
in the RCT. In the RCT, in addition to the email reminders,
participants not completing the questionnaires would receive a
telephone reminder. Because we expect a lower response rate in
the control group, participants in the control group would receive
a shorter version of the post-intervention assessment battery, and
families would be offered a gift card (value 200 DKK/26 EUR)

after the completion of post-intervention assessment and again
after follow-up.

At 3-month follow-up the response rate among the teachers
was low, largely attributable to the fact that 10 youth changed
school after the completion of the intervention. The 3-month
follow-up questionnaires was collected shortly after the youth’s
change of school, and therefore the teachers at the new school
thought that they did not know the students well enough to
complete the questionnaires.

The absenteeism data from the school register was intended
to be our primary outcome measure. However, a comparison of
parent-reported absenteeism and absenteeism based on school
register data suggests that the validity of the school-registered
absenteeism was questionable for some youths. In the RCT, we
would therefore include a detailed parent registration of the
youths’ daily attendance during the last 2-weeks before each
data-collection points (pre-intervention, post-intervention, and
follow-up), to be able to check this registration against the
school’s registration.

Resources and Ability to Implement the
Study and Intervention
There were two main difficulties with respect to resourcing and
ability to deliver the intervention. First, the psychologists spent
more time than initially planned on the preparation of sessions,
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but we expect that the time used per case would be lower
in the RCT because the psychologists would be more familiar
with study procedures and the intervention itself. However, as a
precaution against potential overburdening of the psychologists,
two additional psychologists from the municipality would be
trained for participation in the RCT. Furthermore, in the RCT,
measures of implementation cost and health related benefits
will be collected for both the B2S group and treatment as
usual group to conduct cost-benefit and cost-utility analyses of
the B2S program.

Second, the psychologists were school psychologist with
counseling as their main task before participating in B2S.
The psychologists received a 6-day training course and
weekly face-to-face group case supervision. Based on the
preliminary results the competences of the psychologists to
use B2S seems sufficient. However, because the psychologists
reported feeling less competent in cases where youths’ primary
problems were related to behavioral problems, a supervisor
with expert knowledge about externalizing problems and parent
management techniques would be included as a supervisor in
the RCT. Other matters related to resourcing were not found
to be problematic (e.g., setting up the digital questionnaires
and monitoring the questionnaires collections, office space, and
administrative capacity).

Acceptability of the Study Procedures
and Intervention
The dropout rate of 8 percent is comparable to or lower than
other studies examining the effect of therapy for school refusal
(Heyne and Sauter, 2013). Moreover, 86 percent of the families
participated in all intervention sessions. In general, parents and
youth were satisfied with B2S, and satisfaction was maintained
1 year after the intervention. At the 1-year follow-up, the
majority of families reported that they had implemented the
strategies they acquired during the B2S sessions. The teachers’
satisfaction ratings were lower than those of parents and
youth, but the majority of the teachers found the meetings at
the school useful.

Parent qualitative feedback indicated that some parents
wished there had been a more comprehensive diagnostic
screening of the youth before the start of the intervention.
These were the families for whom symptoms of more complex
mental health problems were identified among the youth during
their participation in B2S. The B2S psychologists referred these
families to psychiatric specialists for a diagnostic screening
of the youth. Because the initial screening in B2S already
comprised a comprehensive battery of questionnaires, together
with the assessment interview, this procedure will not be
changed in the RCT.

The family oriented approach was highlighted by the parents
in the qualitative feedback as positive, and the parents found
the parent management techniques very useful. In addition, the
involvement of the school was mentioned as an important part
of the B2S program by parents and teachers. Based on the
qualitative feedback from teachers and parents, when B2S is
implemented in the context of an RCT the school meetings would
be scheduled earlier in the program, and a detailed agenda for

the meetings would be included in the B2S manual. Two of the
parents would have preferred that the sessions were conducted
in the home rather that at the clinic because the child did
not wanted to leave the house. In these cases the intervention
was focused on the parents’ behavior, and the parents were
taught strategies to work with the child at home. They would be
guided in how to help their child attend therapy sessions at the
Center, constituting graded exposure for the child with respect
to leaving the house, as a step toward ultimately being able to
attend school.

Preliminary Outcome of the Intervention
One of the inclusion criteria for participating in the study
was absenteeism above 10 percent. Following the B2S program,
the number of youths with levels of school absenteeism below
10 percent were increasing from 45 percent of the youth at
post-intervention to 54 percent at 3-month follow-up and 66
percent 1 year after the intervention. The large reduction in
school absenteeism was comparable to or better than two
previous non-controlled studies with youth with SAPs (Heyne
et al., 2011; Hannan et al., 2019). However, the youth in
those studies were older and presented with more psychological
symptoms, perhaps explaining the larger improvement in school
attendance in our sample.

B2S includes modules targeting anxiety, depression,
and behavioral problems. We observed significant and
large reductions over time with respect to each of these
areas of youth functioning. This highlights the relevance
of these modules in the intervention as it seems that the
intervention do address these problems in the youth.
Due to the uncontrolled design, the improvement seen in
the outcome measures cannot for sure be related to B2S.
However, based on this study the inclusion of both the
intervention elements as well as outcomes seems relevant for
the upcoming RCT.

In addition, the youth and their parents reported a higher
level of school-related self-efficacy after the intervention.
Specifically, youth felt more able to cope with challenging
school situations and parents were more confident about
responding to their child’s SAP. Because of the change in
self-efficacy, and preliminary support for the role of increased
self-efficacy in mediating outcomes following treatment for
school refusal (Maric et al., 2013), the RCT would include
self-efficacy as a mediator variable, measured at two time
points during the intervention. This would provide greater
insight into the impact of self-efficacy on school attendance and
vice versa.

Limitations
There are a number of limitations to the current study. First,
the design was uncontrolled and therefore the impact of B2S
on the positive changes observed on the outcome measures is
not clear. The positive changes may be related to other factors
such as spontaneous remission or regression toward the mean.
Second, because of the uncontrolled design of the study, the
acceptability of randomization and its impact on attrition could
not be evaluated. Third, the proportion of youth completing the
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questionnaires was low. This was especially the case for the 12-
months follow-up were only 27 percent of the youth completed
the questionnaires. Third, the validity of absenteeism data from
the school register was questionable for some of the youths as the
schools had registered 27 percent of the youth as having no school
absenteeism at baseline.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study of the feasibility of the B2S program
found high participation rates as well as high levels of satisfaction
with the program which were maintained 1 year after the
intervention. Teacher satisfaction was lower than that of youth
and parents, but the majority found the school’s participation in
the intervention helpful. Preliminary evaluation of intervention
outcomes showed a significant increase in school attendance
and decrease in psychological symptoms, as well as a significant
increase in self-efficacy for both youth and parents.

The study signaled areas for improvement. The main
adaptation made to the B2S manual was to increase emphasis on
the importance of the school meetings and the timing of these.
Several adaptations to the study procedure were also identified.
First, to ensure adequate recruitment for the RCT more effort
will be made to get information about the B2S program to
professionals in the municipality and to parents. Second, parent-
reported school absenteeism data will be collected at all time-
points to test the validity of the register-based school absenteeism
data. Finally, more psychologist resources are needed because it
was more time-consuming for the psychologists to implement
B2S than expected. Accounting for these adaptations it seems
feasible to evaluate the effectiveness of B2S in a RCT.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The datasets generated for this study are available on request to
the corresponding author.

ETHICS STATEMENT

Ethical review and approval was not required for the study
on human participants in accordance with the local legislation
and institutional requirements. Written informed consent to
participate in this study was provided by the participant, and the
participants’ legal guardian/next of kin where appropriate.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

JL is the corresponding author and drafted the manuscript. MT
is the principal investigator. MT and JL obtained funding for
the project. MT, DJ, and JL designed the study. WS, PJ, and
DH are members of the advisory board for the project. WS
and DH advised in the design of the study. PJ developed the
psychopathological interview used in the study. All authors were
involved in the writing and editing of the manuscript.

FUNDING

The current study was funded by a grant from the Innovation
Fund Denmark. The study has undergone full external peer
review as part of the funding process, and the funding body
have no other role in the design of the study or in the writing
of the manuscript.

REFERENCES
Arendt, K., Hougaard, E., and Thastum, M. (2014). Psychometric properties of

the child and parent versions of Spence children’s anxiety scale in a Danish
community and clinical sample. J. Anxiety Disord. 28, 947–956. doi: 10.1016/
j.janxdis.2014.09.021

Attwood, G., and Croll, P. (2006). Truancy in secondary school pupils: prevalence,
trajectories and pupil perspectives. Res. Pap. Educ. 21, 467–484. doi: 10.1080/
02671520600942446

Bools, C., Foster, J., Brown, I., and Berg, I. (1990). The identification of
psychiatric disorders in children who fail to attend school: a cluster analysis
of a non-clinical population. Psychol. Med. 20, 171–181. doi: 10.1017/
S0033291700013350

Canaway, A. G., and Frew, E. J. (2013). Measuring preference-based quality of
life in children aged 6-7 years: a comparison of the performance of the CHU-
9D and EQ-5D-Y–the WAVES pilot study. Qual. Life Res. 22, 173–183. doi:
10.1007/s11136-012-0119-5

Carr, A. (2006). The Handbook of Child and Adloescent Clinical Psychology, 2 Edn.
London: Routledge.

Carroll, H. C. M. (2010). The effect of pupil absenteeism on literacy and
numeracy in the primary school. Sch. Psychol. Int. 31, 115–130. doi: 10.1177/
0143034310361674

Chang, H. N., Bauer, L., and Byrnes, V. (2018). Data Matters: Using Chronic Absence
to Accelerate Action for Student Success. https://www.attendanceworks.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Attendance-Works-Data-Matters_010919.pdf
(accessed July 30, 2019).

Christle, C. A., Jolivette, K., and Nelson, C. M. (2007). School characteristics
related to high school dropout rates. RASE 28, 325–339. doi: 10.1177/
07419325070280060201

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Science, 2nd Edn.
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Daviss, W. B., Birmaher, B., Melhem, N. A., Axelson, D. A., Michaels, S. M.,
and Brent, D. A. (2006). Criterion validity of the mood and feelings
questionnaire for depressive episodes in clinic and non-clinic subjects.
J. Child. Psychol. Psychiatry 47, 927–934. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.
01646.x

Department for Education (2019). Pupil Absence in Schools in England: 2017 to
2018. Available online at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/787463/Absence_3term_
201718_Text.pdf (Accessed July 30, 2019).

Eg, J., Bilenberg, N., Costello, E. J., and Wesselhoeft, R. (2018). Self- and parent-
reported depressive symptoms rated by the mood and feelings questionnaire.
Psychiatry Res. 268, 419–425. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2018.07.016

Egger, H. L., Costello, E. J., and Angold, A. (2003). School refusal and psychiatric
disorders: a community study. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 42,
797–807. doi: 10.1097/01.CHI.0000046865.56865.79

Epstein, N. B., Baldwin, L. M., and Bishop, D. S. (1983). The mcmaster family
assessment device. J. Marital Fam. Ther. 9, 171–180. doi: 10.1111/j.1752-0606.
1983.tb01497.x

Goodman, R. (2001). Psychometric properties of the strengths and difficulties
questionnaire. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 40, 1337–1345. doi: 10.
1097/00004583-200111000-00015

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 14 April 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 586206

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2014.09.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2014.09.021
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520600942446
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520600942446
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291700013350
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291700013350
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-012-0119-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-012-0119-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034310361674
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034310361674
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Attendance-Works-Data-Matters_010919.pdf
https://www.attendanceworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Attendance-Works-Data-Matters_010919.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325070280060201
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325070280060201
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01646.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01646.x
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/787463/Absence_3term_201718_Text.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/787463/Absence_3term_201718_Text.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/787463/Absence_3term_201718_Text.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2018.07.016
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.CHI.0000046865.56865.79
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.1983.tb01497.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.1983.tb01497.x
https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-200111000-00015
https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-200111000-00015
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-00586 April 6, 2020 Time: 12:57 # 15

Lomholt et al. The Feasibility of Back2School

Gottfried, M. A. (2014). Chronic absenteeism and its effects on students’ academic
and socioemotional outcomes. JESPAR 19, 53–75. doi: 10.1080/10824669.2014.
962696

Hannan, S., Davis, E., Morrison, S., Gueorguieva, R., and Tolin, D. F. (2019). An
open trial of intensive cognitive-behavioral therapy for school refusal. Evid.
Based Pract. Child Adolesc. Ment. Health 4, 89–101. doi: 10.1080/23794925.
2019.1575706

Heck, R. H., Thomas, S. L., and Tabata, L. N. (2013). Multilevel and Longitudinal
Modeling with IBM SPSS, 2nd Edn. New York, NY: Routledge.

Heyne, D., Gren-Landell, M., Melvin, G., and Gentle-Genitty, C. (2019).
Differentiation between school attendance problems: why and how? Cogn.
Behav. Pract. 26, 8–34. doi: 10.1016/j.cbpra.2018.03.006

Heyne, D., King, N., Tonge, B., Rollings, S., Pritchard, M., Young, D., et al.
(1998). The self-efficacy questionnaire for school situations: development
and psychometric evaluation. Behav. Change 15, 31–40. doi: 10.1017/
S081348390000588X

Heyne, D., Maric, M., and Totsika, V. (2016). Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for
Responding to School Attendance Problems – 13 Item Version. Unpublished
measure. Leiden, The Netherlands: Leiden University.

Heyne, D., Sauter, F. M., and Maynard, B. R. (2015). “Moderators and mediators
of treatments for youth with school refusal or truancy,” in Moderators and
mediators of youth treatment outcomes. Oxford, eds M. Maric, P. J. M. Prins,
and T. H. Ollendick (New York: Oxford University Press).

Heyne, D., Sauter, F. M., Ollendick, T. H., Van Widenfelt, B. M., and Westenberg,
P. M. (2014). Developmentally sensitive cognitive behavioral therapy for
adolescent school refusal: rationale and case illustration. Clin. Child. Fam.
Psychol. Rev. 17, 191–215. doi: 10.1007/s10567-013-0160-0

Heyne, D., Sauter, F. M., Van Widenfelt, B. M., Vermeiren, R., and Westenberg,
P. M. (2011). School refusal and anxiety in adolescence: non-randomized trial
of a developmentally sensitive cognitive behavioral therapy. J. Anxiety Disord.
25, 870–878. doi: 10.1016/j.janxdis.2011.04.006

Heyne, D. A., and Sauter, F. M. (2013). “School refusal,” in The Wiley-Blackwell
Handbook of the Treatment of Childhood and Adolescent Anxiety, eds C. A.
Essau and T. H. Ollendick (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Limited).

Heyne, D. A., Vreeke, L. J., Maric, M., Boelens, H., and Van Widenfelt, B. M. (2017).
Functional assessment of school attendance problems: an adapted version of
the school refusal assessment scale-revised. J. Emot. Behav. Disord. 25, 178–192.
doi: 10.1177/1063426616661701

Hunt, C., Peters, L., and Rapee, R. M. (2012). Development of a measure of the
experience of being bullied in youth. Psychol. Assess. 24, 156–165. doi: 10.1037/
a0025178

Jeppesen, P. (2017). Transdiagnostic, Cognitive and Behavioral Intervention
for in School-aged Children With Emotional and Behavioral Disturbances
(MindMyMind RCT) (NCT03535805). Available online at: https://clinicaltrials.
gov/ct2/show/NCT03535805?term=jeppesen&rank=4:ClinicalTrials.gov
(accessed July 30, 2019).

Kearney, C. A. (2002). Identifying the function of school refusal behavior: a
revision of the School Refusal Assessment Scale. J. Psychopathol. Behav. Assess.
24, 235–245. doi: 10.1023/A:1020774932043

Kearney, C. A. (2008a). An interdisciplinary model of school absenteeism in
youth to inform professional practice and public policy. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 20,
257–282. doi: 10.1007/s10648-008-9078-3

Kearney, C. A. (2008b). School absenteeism and school refusal behavior in youth:
a contemporary review. Clin. Psychol. Rev. 28, 451–471. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2007.
07.012

Kearney, C. A., and Albano, A. M. (2007). When Children Refuse School: A
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy Approach: Therapist Guide, 2nd Edn. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Kearney, C. A., and Graczyk, P. (2014). A response to intervention model to
promote school attendance and decrease school absenteeism. Child & Youth
Care Forum 43, 1–25. doi: 10.1007/s10566-013-9222-1

Kearney, C. A., Lemos, A., and Silverman, J. (2004). The functional assessment of
school refusal behavior. Behav. Anal. Today 5, 275–283. doi: 10.1037/h0100040

Kearney, C. A., and Silverman, W. K. (1993). Measuring the function of school
refusal behavior - the school refusal assessment scale. J. Clin. Child Psychol. 22,
85–96. doi: 10.1207/s15374424jccp2201_9

Lavooi, M. (2010). Evaluation of the Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Responding to
School Attendance Problems. Master diss., Leiden: Leiden University.

Mann, M. J., Smith, M. L., and Kristjansson, A. L. (2015). Improving academic self-
efficacy, school connectedness, and identity in struggling middle school girls: a
preliminary study of the REAL girls program. Health. Educ. Behav. 42, 117–126.
doi: 10.1177/1090198114543005

Maric, M., Heyne, D. A., Mackinnon, D. P., van Widenfelt, B. M., and Westenberg,
P. M. (2013). Cognitive mediation of cognitive-behavioural therapy outcomes
for anxiety-based school refusal. Behav. Cogn. Psychother. 41, 549–564. doi:
10.1017/S1352465812000756

Maynard, B. R., Brendel, K. E., Bulanda, J. J., Heyne, D., Thompson, A. M., and
Pigott, T. D. (2015). Psychosocial interventions for school refusal with primary
and secondary school students: a systematic review. Campbell Syst. Rev. 11,
1–76. doi: 10.4073/csr.2015.12

Maynard, B. R., Mccrea, K. T., Pigott, T. D., and Kelly, M. S. (2013). Indicated
truancy interventions for chronic truant students: a campbell systematic review.
Res. Soc. Work Pract. 23, 5–21. doi: 10.1177/1049731512457207

Nauta, M. H., Scholing, A., Rapee, R. M., Abbott, M., Spence, S. H., and Waters, A.
(2004). A parent-report measure of children’s anxiety: psychometric properties
and comparison with child-report in a clinic and normal sample. Behav. Res.
Ther. 42, 813–839. doi: 10.1016/S0005-7967(03)00200-6

Neergaard, M. A., Olesen, F., Andersen, R. S., and Sondergaard, J. (2009).
Qualitative description – The poor cousin of health research? BMC Med. Res.
Methodol. 9:52. doi: 10.1186/1471-2288-9-52

Niclasen, J., Teasdale, T. W., Andersen, A. M., Skovgaard, A. M., Elberling, H., and
Obel, C. (2012). Psychometric properties of the Danish strength and difficulties
questionnaire: the SDQ assessed for more than 70,000 raters in four different
cohorts. PLoS ONE 7:e32025. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0032025

Orsmond, G. I., and Cohn, E. S. (2015). The distinctive features of a feasibility
study: objectives and guiding questions. OTJR (Thorofare N J) 35, 169–177.
doi: 10.1177/1539449215578649

Raudenbush, S. W., and Bryk, A. S. (2002). Hierarchical Linear Models: Applications
and Data Analysis Methods. 2nd Edn. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Roeser, R. W., Eccles, J. S., and Strobel, K. R. (1998). Linking the study of schooling
and mental health: selected issues and empirical illustrations at. Educ.Psychol.
33, 153–176. doi: 10.1207/s15326985ep3304_2

Spence, S. H. (1998). A measure of anxiety symptoms among children. Behav. Res.
Ther. 36, 545–566. doi: 10.1016/s0005-7967(98)00034-5

Stevens, K. (2012). Valuation of the child health utility 9D index.
Pharmacoeconomics 30, 729–747. doi: 10.2165/11599120-000000000-00000

Thastum, M., and Arendt, K. B. (2017). Back2School. Manual til behandling af
børn med bekymrende skolefravær [Back2School. Manual for treatment of youth
with problematic school absenteeism]. Aarhus: Department of Psychology and
Behavioral Sciences, Aarhus University.

Thastum, M., Johnsen, D. B., Silverman, W. K., Jeppesen, P., Heyne, D. A.,
and Lomholt, J. J. (2019). The Back2School modular cognitive behavioral
intervention for youths with problematic school absenteeism: study protocol
for a randomized controlled trial. Trials 20:29. doi: 10.1186/s13063-018-3124-3

Undervisningsministeriet (2018). Elevfravær 2017/2018. Available online at:
https://uvm.dk/-/media/filer/uvm/stat/pdf18/181107-notat-elevfravaer-2017-
2018.pdf (accessed July 30, 2019).

Vaughn, M. G., Maynard, B. R., Salas-Wright, C. P., Perron, B. E., and Abdon, A.
(2013). Prevalence and correlates of truancy in the us: results from a national
sample. J. Adolesc. 36, 767–776. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.03.015

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2020 Lomholt, Johnsen, Silverman, Heyne, Jeppesen and Thastum.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums
is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited
and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not
comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 15 April 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 586207

https://doi.org/10.1080/10824669.2014.962696
https://doi.org/10.1080/10824669.2014.962696
https://doi.org/10.1080/23794925.2019.1575706
https://doi.org/10.1080/23794925.2019.1575706
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpra.2018.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1017/S081348390000588X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S081348390000588X
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-013-0160-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2011.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426616661701
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025178
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025178
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT03535805?term=jeppesen&rank=4:ClinicalTrials.gov
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT03535805?term=jeppesen&rank=4:ClinicalTrials.gov
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1020774932043
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-008-9078-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2007.07.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2007.07.012
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-013-9222-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0100040
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp2201_9
https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198114543005
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1352465812000756
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1352465812000756
https://doi.org/10.4073/csr.2015.12
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512457207
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7967(03)00200-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-9-52
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0032025
https://doi.org/10.1177/1539449215578649
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3304_2
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0005-7967(98)00034-5
https://doi.org/10.2165/11599120-000000000-00000
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13063-018-3124-3
https://uvm.dk/-/media/filer/uvm/stat/pdf18/181107-notat-elevfravaer-2017-2018.pdf
https://uvm.dk/-/media/filer/uvm/stat/pdf18/181107-notat-elevfravaer-2017-2018.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.03.015
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-00557 April 19, 2020 Time: 8:49 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 21 April 2020

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00557

Edited by:
Christopher Kearney,

University of Nevada, Las Vegas,
United States

Reviewed by:
Ricardo Sanmartín,

University of Alicante, Spain
José Manuel García-Fernández,

University of Alicante, Spain

*Correspondence:
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School has an important function in providing the environment for young people to
acquire many skills and knowledge required by contemporary life, but the problems of
attachment to school and problematic attendance all over the world reveal an increasing
statistic. It is thought that some negative processes such as anxiety sensitivity, social
and adaptive functioning, and school refusal can affect this problem. On the other
hand, it is considered that the academic resilience of young people has an important
protective function in terms of these risk factors. For this purpose, the mediator role
of academic resilience between anxiety sensitivity, social and adaptive functioning, and
school refusal and school attachment were examined in a Turkish sample of 452 high
school students. In the process of data collection, the school refusal assessment scale,
social and adaptive functioning scale, and academic resilience scale were adapted and
used in the Turkish culture. In the data analysis, the structural equation model was used
to determine the direct and indirect predictive effects between the variables. The results
of the study showed that academic resilience fully mediated the relationship between
anxiety sensitivity and school attachment, whereas it partially mediated the relationship
between social and adaptive functioning and school refusal and school attachment.
Based on the results of the study, it was evaluated that high academic resilience has
a strong protective function against the problems of negative school attachment and
problematic school absenteeism among young people, and this finding was discussed
within the context of literature.

Keywords: anxiety sensitivity, school refusal, academic resilience, mediation, social and adaptive functioning

INTRODUCTION

School attachment and attendance are important for young people in terms of the environment
they need for academic life; opportunities for the development of social competence and skills; and
the ability to acquire professional skills, to solve problems, and to work together with others for
a specific purpose (Tanner-Smith and Wilson, 2013; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). Despite these
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advantages, the problems of school attendance and attachment
among young people have become a worldwide problem. This
situation, defined as problematic school absenteeism, is defined
by Kearney (2008a) and Kearney and Graczyk (2014) as showing
at least 25% absenteeism for a certain period (monthly, quarterly,
etc.). This includes the part-time and full-time absenteeism of a
student, as well as his/her planned behavior to be late for school
in the morning (Peguero et al., 2011). Problematic absenteeism
is a more widespread problem especially among young people
and in low socioeconomic regions (Balfanz and Byrnes, 2012)
and is mainly associated with school dropout (Rumberger, 2011).
On the other hand, it has a pattern related to situations such
as substance use, tendency to violence, suicidal tendency, risky
sexual behaviors, and being involved in crime (Kearney, 2008b;
Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Aslan, 2018), and processes such
as anxiety disorders, psychological adjustment problems, and
developing antisocial behaviors (McShane et al., 2001; Knollmann
et al., 2010; Rocque et al., 2017; Mazerolle et al., 2018). In this
sense, it can be inferred from the results of these studies that
problematic absenteeism is a problem area related to many of
the personal, social, and academic characteristics of young people
(Fornander and Kearney, 2019).

Researchers have found that the problem of school attendance
is affected by the young people themselves, family, peers, and
school environment (Burrus and Roberts, 2012; Ingul et al., 2012;
Havik et al., 2014, 2015; McKee and Caldarella, 2016). Especially
when the risks arising from family are considered, family
functions including processes such as domestic communication
problems, role ambiguity, parental attitudes, and deterioration of
family integrity (Lagana, 2004) are thought to have an important
place in this sense. It is thought that problematic domestic
processes and deterioration in family functions may trigger
school refusal, a problem that is thought to be closely related
to the school attendance problem in young people by negatively
affecting the process of turning to risky behaviors like school
absenteeism (Jaycox and Repetti, 1993; Chen et al., 2017).

School refusal is defined as a phenomenon that includes severe
symptoms like complete or partial absenteeism, chronically
being late for school, developing deliberate behavior attempting
to skip school in the morning, or accelerating the demand
for future absence (Kearney and Bensaheb, 2006). School
refusal is a problematic behavior that manifests with the
child’s unwillingness to stay at school due to the strong
negative emotions he/she feels at school and the desire not
to come to school. It is also suggested that school refusal,
which is considered an increasingly common condition in child
psychiatry, should be considered as a child mental health problem
(Kearney and Albano, 2004; Blumkin, 2016). However, studies
on the diagnosis, evaluation, epidemiology, clinical features,
follow-up, and treatment of school refusal are limited, and
therefore, there is still controversy regarding the definition
and evaluation of the concept of school refusal (Kearney and
Bensaheb, 2006). Although school refusal was structured by
Kearney and Silverman (1993), it was classified into four main
categories by Heyne et al. (2019) as school refusal, truancy,
school withdrawal, and school exclusion. However, the functional
analytic approach proposed by Gonzálvez et al. (2019a) and

especially by Kearney (2002) suggests that a combination of
the two-dimensional processes of avoiding stressful situations
and avoiding negative stimuli from school constitutes the main
ground for school refusal. Studies have shown that school refusal,
whose prevalence varies between 5 and 28% (Fornander and
Kearney, 2019) among young people, is adversity that threatens
the academic and normal lives of young people in the short
and long term. Short-term outcomes include academic failure,
being away from schoolwork, peer isolation, legal and financial
difficulties, conflict with parents, and so on. Long-term outcomes
include school dropout, feeling guilty, economic problems,
difficulties in professional life and marriage, substance abuse, and
adulthood psychological problems (Kearney and Bensaheb, 2006;
Rocque et al., 2017; Mazerolle et al., 2018).

As explained above, school refusal is a common problem
among young people, and although this problem is handled
differently by professionals with different terminologies, it is
often seen as an anxiety-based problem by psychologists (Last
and Strauss, 1990; Kearney and Bensaheb, 2006; Richards
and Hadwin, 2011; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). Last and
Strauss (1990) associate anxiety-based school refusal with
separation anxiety disorder, which usually occurs due to incorrect
attachment processes between mother and child. Phobias,
another type of anxiety, appear to be an important factor in
school refusal, and the concept of school phobia is used in some
sources to replace school refusal (Hansen et al., 1998; Heyne
et al., 2001; King and Bernstein, 2001; Egger et al., 2003; Kearney
and Albano, 2004; Aaron and Cotler, 2009). Researchers found
that anxiety-related disorders commonly associated with school
refusal were separation anxiety (Hansen et al., 1998; Heyne et al.,
2001; King and Bernstein, 2001; Egger et al., 2003; Kearney and
Albano, 2004), generalized anxiety disorder (Heyne et al., 2001;
Egger et al., 2003; Kearney and Albano, 2004), social anxiety
disorder (Heyne and King, 2004; Kearney and Bates, 2005),
mood disorders (Last and Strauss, 1990; Last et al., 1998; Egger
et al., 2003), and social and specific phobia (Hansen et al., 1998;
Heyne et al., 2001; King and Bernstein, 2001; Egger et al., 2003).
However, although school refusal is considered as an anxiety-
based disorder, it has been associated with anxiety sensitivity in
recent years (Last and Strauss, 1990; King and Bernstein, 2001;
Seçer, 2015; Aslan, 2018).

Anxiety sensitivity was explained by Petersan and Reiss
(1992), with the expectation model of fear. Accordingly, it is
considered that excessive fear and a tendency to avoid that
anxiety-related symptom causing avoidance behavior in an
individual may result in negativity due to any event or situation
that causes fear (McNailly, 2002). Çakmak and Ayvaşık (2007),
on the other hand, described it as “fear of fear” or “fear of
anxiety” caused by the thought that the anxiety symptoms of
the person would cause embarrassment and higher anxiety.
Although anxiety sensitivity is clinically perceived as the same
concept as expectation anxiety in panic disorder, it is a basic
state of fear that exists in the structure of the person and shows
continuity (Petersan and Reiss, 1992), and it has a function
of reinforcing behaviors to avoid negative situations in the
individual (McHugh and Otto, 2012), while expectation anxiety
is defined as the anxiety that an individual experiences after
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panic attacks and that the individual will experience a panic
attack again. Therefore, it is thought that anxiety sensitivity plays
a role in the emergence and formation of school refusal, and
in this way, it may trigger the problem of school attachment
and problematic school absenteeism. Although there are still
limited studies (Aslan, 2018) on the direct relationship between
anxiety sensitivity and school refusal, researchers have found
that anxiety sensitivity has a negative effect on the occurrence
and maintenance of obsessive–compulsive disorder, panic attack,
agoraphobia, depression, and other anxiety and mood disorders
in young people (Cox et al., 1991; King and Bernstein, 2001;
Grant et al., 2007; Mantar et al., 2011; Seçer, 2014a; Otto
et al., 2016). Therefore, it is thought that anxiety sensitivity
may increase the risk of avoidance reactions in young people
against problematic situations. In this context, it is thought that
anxiety sensitivity may be an important risk factor in terms
of strengthening avoidance reactions in terms of coping with
negative processes toward school (McHugh and Otto, 2012).

Social and adaptive functioning is another concept that is
thought to be related to school attachment and problematic
school absenteeism in young people (Gonzálvez et al., 2019a).
Social and adaptive functioning is defined as a quality that
includes cognitive, emotional, and linguistic processes related
to a person’s social skills (Price et al., 2002; Crowe et al.,
2011), and these processes have a significant impact on the
individual’s personal, social and academic life (Gonzálvez et al.,
2019b). As a matter of fact, researchers have demonstrated the
effects of social and adaptive functioning on academic processes
(Talwar et al., 2017; Vicent et al., 2017), negative peer and
family relationships (Kandel and Davies, 1982), poor family
relationships, and effective adaptation to school (Fernández-
Zabala et al., 2016). The fact that social and adaptive functioning
is related to school adaptation skills can be considered as
an important protective variable, but it is thought that the
relationship between school attachment, school refusal, skipping
school, etc. has not been fully elucidated in the literature
yet. The relationship between school refusal and social and
adaptive functioning has been examined through four different
school refusal profiles defined as non–school refusers, school
refusers by tangible reinforcements, and school refusers by negative
reinforcements, and they found that non–school refusers had a
high level of functioning in all four structures (peer relationships,
family relationships, and school performance and personal care)
that constituted social and adaptive functioning, whereas school
refusers by mixed reinforcements have low social and adaptive
functioning, particularly in school performance and family and
peer relationships. The results of this study suggest that there may
be a strong relationship between school refusal and social and
adaptive functioning and that social and adaptive functioning
may have an important protective function for school refusal.
Therefore, it can be considered that high social and adaptive
functioning among young people is an important factor that
shapes the problem of school attachment and problematic school
attendance. It is thought that further experimental and empirical
studies are needed to address relationship networks of these
variables from an early age and to broaden our perspective in this
direction (Gonzálvez et al., 2019b).

As explained above, problematic school absenteeism problems
among young people are becoming a widespread problem
throughout the world. In line with the information related to
the literature, some qualifications such as anxiety sensitivity and
school refusal deepen the problems of attachment to school and
attendance among young people, whereas some skills such as
social and adaptive functioning have a protective function. On the
other hand, it is considered that the concept of academic resilience
can have a regulatory function between the variables that
have risk and protective characteristics and problematic school
absenteeism during the occurrence and formation of problematic
school absenteeism among young people. Psychological resilience
is defined as overcoming the negative effects of risky situations
that individuals are exposed to, successfully coping with traumatic
experiences, and showing flexible and successful compliance
despite the negative factors associated with these risks (Luthar
et al., 2000; Masten and Powell, 2003, s. 1; Martin and Marsh,
2006). Bernard (1995) stated that social competence, problem-
solving skills, and autonomy are related to being future-oriented
and high future expectation, and Werner and Smith (1992) and
Martin and Marsh (2006) stated that strong communication
skills, effective time management, high sense of responsibility,
being academically successful, being self-controlled, having high
adaptation skills, and a positive self-perception are indicators of
psychological resilience. In this context, academic resilience is
defined as the tendency to show academic stability and success
despite social and psychologically stressful and challenging life
events (Alva, 1991; Benard, 1991; Wang et al., 1997; Perez et al.,
2009). Students with high academic resilience are expected to
show high levels of stability and success despite the presence
and adverse effects of risky and stressful events (Alva, 1991;
Martin and Marsh, 2006). In the literature, studies on the effects
of academic resilience on school attachment and problematic
school absenteeism are very limited. Ingul and Nordahl (2013)
found that psychological resilience plays an important role in
reducing school dropout among young people. Thus, resilience
can play a key role in the emergence of problems such as
school attachment, problematic school absenteeism, and school
dropout. In this context, considering the variables mentioned
above, it is thought that high anxiety sensitivity and school
refusal behavior among the young pose a significant risk on
school attachment and problematic absenteeism (Aslan, 2018),
but academic resilience can reduce this risk. It is considered that
through academic resilience, school attachment processes will
be affected positively by social and adaptive functioning, which
has positive effects on school attachment and the reduction of
problematic school absenteeism. In this sense, it is thought that
academic resilience may have a mediatory function among these
variables and affect school attachment and problematic school
absenteeism in young people.

The Current Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the mediating role
of academic resilience between school attachment and anxiety
sensitivity, social and adaptive functioning, and school refusal
among young people. For this purpose, the research process
is structured around the following questions: 1. Do anxiety

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 April 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 557210

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-00557 April 19, 2020 Time: 8:49 # 4
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sensitivity, social and adaptive functioning, and school refusal
predict school attachment? 2. Does academic resilience play
a mediating role in the relationship of anxiety sensitivity,
school refusal, and social and adaptive functioning with
school attachment in young people? Determining the possible
mediator role of academic resilience between school attachment
and anxiety sensitivity, social and adaptive functioning, and
school refusal is considered to contribute to broadening our
perspective and shaping intervention and action plans for
reducing problematic school attendance problems among young
people. Although there is a good amount of fund of knowledge
related to school refusal with the scientific studies conducted
on problematic school attendance specific to Turkey, it is
not possible to say that school refusal, social and adaptive
functioning, academic resilience, etc. are not yet sufficiently
addressed with problematic school attendance in Turkey. It
is believed that this is because an adequate level of fund
of knowledge hasn’t been formed sufficiently to expand the
perspectives of field experts and field workers, and therefore,
preventive and rehabilitative studies are limited. Thus, it is
thought that the results obtained from this study will deepen the
perspectives on the nature of the problematic school attendance
among young people in Turkey. In this context, answers to the
following questions were sought in the research process.

1 Are anxiety sensitivity, social and adaptive functioning, and
school refusal significant predictors of school attachment in
young people?

2 Is academic resilience a significant predictor of school
attachment?

3 Does academic resilience play a role in the predictive
relationship of anxiety sensitivity, social and adaptive
functioning, and school refusal with school attachment?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The participants of the study consisted of 452 high school
students (with an average of age of 15.13, sd = 1.64) aged between
13 and 18. Of the participants, 47.8% were males and 52.2%
were females. A two-stage process was followed in the process
of identifying the participants. In the first stage, high schools
were grouped according to the cluster sampling method, and the
schools to be sampled by random sampling were determined.
In the process of identifying the students to be included in the
data collection process from the selected schools, the convenience
sampling method was applied. In this process, teachers’ and
school psychologists’ opinions were taken into consideration
in order to identify the participants. Therefore, the guidance
of school counselors was particularly used in order to include
children who attend school regularly as well as children with
problematic school absenteeism. The participants consisted of
young people, 31% of whom did not have any problematic
attendance in the last term, 29% of whom had between 1 and
3 days of absenteeism, 24% of whom had between 4 and 6 days
of absenteeism, 10% of whom had between 7 and 10 days, and

5% of whom had 11 days. In addition, when the distribution of
participants in terms of school refusal profiles is examined, 61%
of them are in the non–school refusers group, 21% are in the school
refusers by mixed reinforcements group, 10% are in the school
refusers by tangible reinforcements group, and 8% are in the school
refusers by negative reinforcements group.

MEASURES

School Refusal Assessment Scale
It was developed to evaluate school refusal behavior in children
and adolescents by Christopher and Silverman (1993) and revised
by Heyne et al. (2017). The scale is a Likert-type scale consisting
of 24 items and four sub-dimensions. In the revision process, the
scale was tested on 24 items with the addition of new items by
removing some items in the first version, and it was observed
that it included 22 items and four sub-dimensions. The pre-
revision form of the scale was adapted to Turkish culture by
Seçer (2015), and it was determined that the form consisting of
a total of 19 items and four sub-dimensions was compatible with
the Turkish culture. The psychometric properties of the revised
form were also examined with 485 children and adolescents
aged 10–18 years. In the adaptation process, Heyne et al. (2017)
tested the two items that were found to be not a good fit, and
the four-factor structure of the scale consisting of 24 items was
found to be a good fit in the Turkish culture (χ2/sd = 2.21,
RMSEA = 0.061, NFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.94). The
Cronbach alpha value for the reliability analysis of the scale
was found to be 0.85 for the scale total, and 0.87, 0.85, 0.83,
and 0.84 for the sub-dimensions, respectively. As a result of the
analysis of the factor structure and reliability of the scale in
the adaptation process, it was evaluated that the psychometric
properties of the scale were sufficient (Seçer, 2015). The sub-
dimensions of the scale are avoidance of negative situations
related to school, having difficulty in engaging socially, resisting
to leave parents, and being interested in out-of-school activities.
The scale is scored as 1 (never) to 4 (always), and the scores on
the scale range from 24 to 96. High scores obtained from the
sub-dimensions and the total of the scale indicate a high level
of school refusal.

Anxiety Sensitivity Index
It is a Likert-type scale developed by Silverman et al. (1991) and
adapted to Turkish culture by Seçer and Gülbahçe (2013). The
scale consists of 15 items and three sub-dimensions, physical,
psychological, and social. The adaptation process of the scale was
carried out with children and adolescents aged 12–18 years. In
this research process, the validity of the model fit of the scale was
re-examined with confirmatory factor analysis, and the fit indices
(χ2/sd = 1.06, RMSEA = 0.023, NFI = 0.9, CFI = 0.99, GFI = 0.92)
were determined to be good. The Cronbach alpha of the scale
was 0.82, 0.91, and 0.90 for the sub-dimensions, respectively. The
scale is scored as 1 (never) to 5 (generally), and the scores that can
be obtained from the scale vary between 15 and 75. High scores
on the subscales and the total of the scale indicate a high level of
anxiety sensitivity.
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Academic Resilience Scale
It is a Likert-type scale developed by Cassidy (2016) to measure
processes related to academic resilience and includes four sub-
dimensions. Although the original scale form was developed
for university students, the psychometric properties of the high
school population of 327 people were also examined during the
adaptation process to Turkish culture (Ulaş and Seçer, 2020).
Findings from the high school population indicated that the
scale’s 22 items and three sub-dimensions were well adapted to
Turkish culture (χ2/sd = 2.16, RMSEA = 0.062, NFI = 0.98,
CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.96). The Cronbach alpha for the sub-
dimensions was 0.82, 0.79, and 0.82, respectively. The sub-
dimensions of the scale are perseverance, reflecting and adaptive
help-seeking, negative effect, and emotional response. The scale is
scored as 1 (never) to 4 (always), and the scores on the scale range
from 22 to 88. High scores obtained from the sub-dimensions and
the total of the scale indicate a high level of academic resilience
among the youth.

Social and Adaptive Functioning Scale
It is a self-report measure developed by Price et al. (2002)
to examine social and adaptive functioning in children and
the young. The scale was adapted to Turkish culture as a
part of this research process, and its psychometric properties
were examined. After conducting linguistic equivalent studies
and pilot applications, the psychometric properties of the scale
were examined. In this context, the construct validity of the
scale was examined with 341 high school students between the
ages of 14 and 18. The results obtained from the confirmatory
factor analysis showed that the scale form consisting of 20
items and four sub-dimensions was well adapted in Turkish
culture (χ2/sd = 2.25, RMSEA = 0.057, NFI = 0.98, CFI = 0.98,
GFI = 0.96). The Cronbach alpha for the sub-dimensions was
0.83, 0.81, 0.79, and 0.84 for the sub-dimensions, respectively.
The sub-dimensions of the scale were family relationships, peer
relationships, home duties, and school performance. The scale is
scored as 1 (never) to 4 (always), with scores ranging from 20 to
80. High scores obtained from the sub-dimensions and the total
of the scale indicate a high level of social and adaptive functioning
in young people.

School Attachment Scale
It is a self-report scale developed by Hill and Werner (2006)
in order to evaluate the level of attachment of children and
adolescents to school and adapted to Turkish culture by Savi
(2011). In the adaptation process of the scale, exploratory factor
analysis was performed, and it was observed that the scale,
which consisted of 15 items and three sub-dimensions in its
original form, had a good fit with 13 items and three sub-
dimensions in Turkish culture. In this research process, the
psychometric properties of the scale were re-examined, and it was
determined that the scale maintained the model fit (χ2/sd = 2.96,
RMSEA = 0.071, NFI = 0.95, CFI = 0.96, GFI = 0.94). The
Cronbach alpha values were 0.78 for attachment to school, 0.81
for attachment to teacher, and 0.83 for attachment to friend. The
scale is scored as 1 (never) to 4 (always), with scores ranging from
13 to 52. High scores obtained from the sub-dimensions and the

total of the scale indicate a high level of attachment to school
among young people.

PROCEDURE AND DATA ANALYSES

In the first stage of the study, two different procedures were
performed. In the first-procedure stage, research permission
was obtained from Atatürk University Educational Sciences
Ethics Committee, and in the second-procedure stage, necessary
permissions were obtained from local administrators for
conducting the research. Parents’ approvals were gotten through
the school administrations after the permissions had been
granted, and measurement tools were applied to the students who
wanted to participate only voluntarily under the guidance of the
school counselor. The data collection process took ˜15 days, and
the application period of the measurement tools took ˜20 min.
Data collection was carried out by two researchers with expertise
in the field of psychology and psychological counseling. Optical
forms were used in the data collection process, and the OMR
REMARK survey program was used to transfer the collected data
to the computer environment. For the data transferred to the
computer environment, missing data analysis was first performed
by SPSS 21 software, and the scales containing 5% loss data
were removed from the data set as suggested (Bell et al., 2009;
Graham, 2009). In this context, data belonging to 11 people were
excluded from the scale form. In the second stage, skewness,
kurtosis, and Mahalanobis and Cook’s calculations were made
for extreme value analysis, and it was decided to extract the data
belonging to nine people. In the third stage, the normality values
were examined by LISREL9 software, and it was found that the
data set showed normal and homogeneous distribution when the
transformation process was applied.

After the parametric conditions had been fulfilled, the
confirmatory measurement model and structural equation
models were tested in order to seek answers to the research
questions. Three different models were tested in the structural
equation model. In Model 1, it was tested whether anxiety
sensitivity, school refusal, and social and adaptive functioning
directly predicted school attachment. In Model 2, academic
resilience was included in the model with anxiety sensitivity,
and it was tested whether school refusal and social and adaptive
functioning predicted school attachment both directly and
through academic resilience. In Model 3, the full mediating
role of academic resilience among these variables was tested.
Schumacher and Lomax (2004) and Tabachnick and Fidell (2013)
suggest that the fit indices in structural equation modeling
should be ≥0.90 for acceptable fit and ≥0.95 for perfect fit
for, TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index), CFI (Comparative Fit Index),
NFI (Normed Fit Index), NNFI (Non-Normed Fit Index),
and IFI (Incremental Fit İndex); ≥0.85 for acceptable fit and
≥0.90 for perfect fit for GFI (Goodness-of-Fit Index) and AGFI
(Adjusted Goodness-Of-Fit Index); and ≤0.08 for acceptable fit
and ≤0.50 for perfect fit for RMR (Root Mean Square Residual),
REMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation), and
SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual). A two-
stage process was followed in the data analysis process. In the
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FIGURE 1 | Standardized SEM results for Model 1.

first stage, the confirmatory measurement model was applied
for the fit of the hypothesized models. Five different implicit
variables (anxiety sensitivity, school refusal, social and adaptive
functioning, academic resilience, and school attachment) and 17
observed variables represented by these implicit variables were
used in the confirmatory measurement model. The verification
of measurement models is an important prerequisite for testing
structural equation models (Şimşek, 2007, s. 117). The indices
of fit obtained from the measurement model are as follows:[χ2

(109) = 211.67/sd = 1.94; CFI = 0.96; GFI = 0.95; SRMR = 0.06;
RMSEA = 0.06]. These show that all implicit variables fit well
with the indicator variables they represent and other implicit
variables (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). The models created for
the purpose of the research were tested with a two-stage process.
In the first stage, the direct predictive effects of anxiety sensitivity,
school refusal, and social and adaptive functioning on school
attachment were tested. In the second stage, the mediation role
of academic resilience among these variables was examined, and
indirect effects were determined.

RESULTS

After the validation of the measurement model, three different
models that were formed for the purpose of the research
were tested respectively. In this context, Model 1 tested the
direct predictive effect of anxiety sensitivity, school refusal, and

social and adaptive functioning on school attachment. In Model
1, anxiety sensitivity and social and adaptive functioning are
expected to predict school attachment positively, and school
refusal predicts school attachment negatively. The obtained
findings related to Model 1 are presented in Figure 1.

When the fit indices [χ2(71) = 187.34/sd = 2.43; CFI = 0.94;
GFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.077] of the model tested in Figure 1
are considered, it can be said that all the implicit variables
in Model 1 have a significant relationship with the observed
variables they represent (p < 0.01). Model 1 shows that
three implicit variables explaining school attachment fit well,
anxiety sensitivity and social and adaptive functioning predict
school attachment positively, and school refusal predicts school
attachment negatively as expected (β = 0.77, p < 0.01, β = -
0.21, p < 0.01, β = 0.14, p < 0.01). When the findings
and explanation coefficients are taken into consideration, it is
understood that social and adaptive functioning has a strong
effect on school attachment (59%), followed by school refusal and
anxiety sensitivity, respectively.

After verification of the hypothesis in Model 1, the second
stage of mediation relationships should be applied. At this stage,
the mediating effect of the model is included, and the parameters
related to the direct and indirect relationship processes between
the predicting variables and the predicted variable are examined.
In this context, academic resilience was included in the model
designed in Model 1 between anxiety sensitivity, social and
adaptive functioning, and school refusal and school attachment,
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FIGURE 2 | Standardized SEM results for Model 2.

and it was tested as Model 2. The findings related to Model 2 are
presented in Figure 2.

Considering the findings of Figure 2, a significant change
was observed in the parameters reached in Model 1 after the
academic resilience variable had been included in the model.
Considering the model fit indices, it is understood that the fit
indices of Model 2 are not sufficient [χ2(94) = 565.20/sd = 6.01;
CFI = 0.92; GFI = 0.089; SRMR = 0.10; RMSEA = 0.10]. On the
other hand, while anxiety sensitivity had a significant effect on
school attachment (β = 0.14, p < 0.01) in Model 1 when Figure 2
was examined, this significant relationship disappeared after
including the academic resilience variable (β = 0.05, p > 0.01)
in Model 2. School refusal had a significant effect on school
attachment (β = 0.31, p < 0.01) in Model 1, but it decreased (β = -
0.20, p > 0.01) after including the academic resilience variable to
the model. In terms of social and adaptive functioning, it is seen
that the correlation coefficient in Model 1 (β = 0.77, p < 0.01)
shows a significant decrease with the addition of the academic
resilience variable (β = 0.65, p < 0.01). With the addition of the
academic resilience variable to the model, observing a significant
change in the relationship coefficients between the variables can
be considered as a strong sign that mediation relationships may
exist. In addition, when Figure 2 is examined, it is seen that the
predictive effect of academic resilience on school attachment is
not significant if there are direct and indirect paths between the
variables (β = 0.15, p < 0.01). For this reason, the full mediating
role of the academic resilience variable was tested by removing

the direct paths from anxiety sensitivity, school refusal, and social
and adaptive functioning variables to school attachment. This
model, called Model 3, deals with the full mediation relationships
between variables. The structural model dealing with the full
mediation relationship is presented in Figure 3.

The indices and parameters of Model 3 testing the full
mediating role of academic resilience [χ2(97) = 156.79/sd = 1.61;
CFI = 0.97; GFI = 0.96; SRMR = 0.053; RMSEA = 0.054]
show that the mediation of the tested model and academic
resilience is verified. When Figure 3 is examined, it can be
seen that anxiety sensitivity (β = 0.62, p < 0.01), social and
adaptive functioning (β = 0.70, p < 0.01), and school refusal
(β = 0.12, p < 0.01) predicted school attachment through
academic resilience. Considering the Model 2 parameters, it
is understood that there are significant improvements in the
statistical values after removing the paths showing low or
insignificant predictions from the model. Therefore, both the
good fit of the hypothesized model and the observation of a
significant change in the path coefficients between the variables
were considered as indicators of the mediating role of academic
resilience. In addition, the predictive effect of academic resilience
on school attachment was determined as β = 0.72, p < 0.01.
Compared to Model 2, it is thought that there is a significant
increase in the predictive coefficient of academic resilience on
school attachment (β = 0.15, p < 0.01) and that these values are
obtained by subtracting the low or insignificant relationship paths
in Model 2 from the model.
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FIGURE 3 | Standardized SEM results for Model 3.

DISCUSSION

The Relationship Process of Anxiety
Sensitivity, School Refusal, and Social
and Adaptive Functioning With School
Attachment and the Mediator Role of
Academic Resilience
According to the results of the study, the predictive effect of
variables that have a predictive effect on school attachment in
youth can be discussed in two ways. The first is direct effects, and
the second is indirect effects. The effects of anxiety sensitivity,
social and adaptive functioning, and school refusal on school
attachment can be discussed as direct effects. The predictive effect
of anxiety sensitivity, school refusal, and social and adaptive
functioning on school attachment can be discussed through the
academic resilience variable as indirect effects.

The results of the study showed that anxiety sensitivity had
a positive effect on school attachment. Anxiety sensitivity is
explained by the “expectancy model of fear” in the relevant
literature (Reıss and McNally, 1985; Çakmak and Ayvaşık, 2007).
In other words, the individual has an intense expectation that
negative situations will emerge, and he/she reacts to avoid and
has a feeling of fear toward certain negativities that may occur in
school. In this respect, it is thought that anxiety sensitivity is likely

to turn into a pressure tool on problematic school absenteeism
processes. Based on the results of the research that reveals
the relationship between anxiety sensitivity and psychological
problems such as mood disorders, depression, agoraphobia, and
OCD (Obsessive Compulsive Disorders) (Cox et al., 1991; King
and Bernstein, 2001; Grant et al., 2007; Mantar et al., 2010; Seçer,
2014a), it can be considered that a high anxiety sensitivity level
will have a negative effect on school attendance in young people.
In addition, although anxiety sensitivity had a low predictive
effect on school attachment in Model 1, this effect disappeared
in Model 2, in which academic resilience was included in
the analysis, which means anxiety sensitivity does not have a
direct effect on school attachment and strongly influences school
attachment through the academic resilience variable.

Including the academic resilience variable in Model 2, the
direct predictive effect of anxiety sensitivity on school attachment
disappeared, indicating the mediator role of academic resilience
and that type II error was prevented. Academic resilience is seen
as a dimension of psychological resilience, and it is defined as
showing academic stability and success despite the psychological
and social stressors encountered in school-related processes
and challenging academic processes (Wang et al., 1994; Perez
et al., 2009). In this respect, it can be said that academic
resilience is an important protective feature in terms of school
attachment and overcoming problematic school absenteeism
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problems. In the literature, there are very limited study findings
that address the effect of academic resilience on processes like
school attachment. The results obtained from these studies show
that academic resilience is an important factor in preventing
school dropout problems in young people (Ingul and Nordahl,
2013). The results obtained from Model 2, which tested the full
mediation of academic resilience, show that anxiety sensitivity
predicts academic resilience and academic resilience predicts
school attachment in a positive and powerful way. Based on these
results, it is considered that contrary to what is believed, anxiety
sensitivity does not have a completely negative quality and is a
factor that reinforces academic resilience in young people and
positively affects school attachment processes in young people.
Nonetheless, it should be taken into consideration that the fact
that there are very limited research findings significantly limited
our perspective on the interpretation of the results obtained
from the research.

The second variable whose direct and indirect effects were
examined on school attachment was social and adaptive
functioning. Social and adaptive functioning is defined as
a quality that includes cognitive, emotional, and linguistic
processes related to an individual’s social skills (Price et al.,
2002; Crowe et al., 2011). The results of the study showed
that social and adaptive functioning positively and strongly
predicted school attachment in young people in Model 1, but
there was a significant decrease in the predictive coefficient with
the inclusion of academic resilience in Model 2. The obtained
results indicate that social and adaptive functioning predicts
school attachment both directly and indirectly through academic
resilience. Therefore, the continuation of the direct impact after
the academic resilience variable was included in the model
indicates a partial mediation relationship. Nevertheless, although
studies on the impact of social and adaptive functioning on school
attachment processes are limited (Talwar et al., 2017; Vicent
et al., 2017; Gonzálvez et al., 2019b), it is seen that they support
the findings obtained from this study. Therefore, it is thought
that social and adaptive functioning has a very strong protective
feature in terms of overcoming the problems of school attendance
and problematic school absenteeism among young people, and
high academic resilience reinforces this effect. In other words, a
high level of social and adaptive functioning and high academic
resilience are considered to be a powerful tool in ensuring positive
school processes in young people. As in anxiety sensitivity, the
fact that there are a limited number of studies in the literature
for social and adaptive functioning can be considered as a factor
limiting the perspective in this direction and weakening the
interpretations. Therefore, it is clear that more research findings
are needed in this direction.

The third variable whose direct and indirect effect on school
attachment was examined in the study is school refusal. School
refusal is an anxiety-based problem that is related to complete or
partial absenteeism, chronically being late for school, developing
deliberate behavior attempting to skip school in the morning,
or accelerating the demand for future absence (Kearney and
Bensaheb, 2006). The findings of the study show that school
refusal, which has become a widespread problem among young
people, negatively and directly predicts school attachment.

This finding is consistent with the literature, and school refusal is
a problem that triggers problematic school absenteeism problems
among young people. However, it is thought that academic
resilience plays an important role in limiting the negative effect
of school refusal on school attachment. The findings of the
study show that school refusal predicts academic resilience
negatively. Considering the positive role of academic resilience
in school attachment, it is thought that a high level of academic
resilience may serve as a protective function in terms of possible
school refusal behavior in young people, which provides a
basis for school attachment and problematic school absenteeism
problems. Based on studies that reveal the relationship between
separation anxiety (Hansen et al., 1998; Heyne et al., 2001; King
and Bernstein, 2001; Egger et al., 2003; Kearney and Albano,
2004), generalized anxiety disorder (Heyne et al., 2001; Egger
et al., 2003; Kearney and Albano, 2004), social anxiety disorder
(Heyne and King, 2004; Kearney and Bates, 2005), and mood
disorders in children who refuse school, it can be said that
school refusal is likely to turn into a pressure tool on school
attachment and attendance problems due to the close relationship
with psychological problems among young people. Therefore,
it is thought that academic resilience plays a protective role in
reducing or even preventing the negative effects of school refusal
and related psychological problems on school attachment and
attendance processes of young people. Although limited research
findings in this field limit our point of view, it is considered
that high academic resilience will have a protective function
against problematic school attendance problems that may arise
due to school refusal in young people and positively affect
school attachment.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The findings of this study should be evaluated in the context of
its limitations. Firstly, the relational and cross-sectional nature
of the study and the fact that the sampling process relies heavily
on convenience sampling have an important limitation in terms
of establishing cause–effect relationships. In addition, measuring
the qualifications of young people based solely on self-reporting
is an important limitation. Therefore, the choice of mixed
research approaches, including the views of parents, teachers,
etc., through triangulation, may offer a broader perspective. In
addition, conducting the research only with high school students
is another limitation. Therefore, it may broaden our perspective
to diversify similar research, including other teaching levels and
age groups. Another limitation is that the research findings
were conducted only with children from a Turkish sample. It is
considered that conducting similar research in different cultures
and countries will make significant contributions to the literature
in order to understand the cultural aspects of problematic school
absenteeism problems among young people.

IMPLICATIONS

The results of the research are considered to have significant
effects for both relevant researchers and school counselors
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and school psychologists. It is considered that determining
the protective role of academic resilience in terms of school
attachment and overcoming problematic school absenteeism
problems in young people will shed light on the preventive and
intervention practices of school professionals and broaden their
perspectives. For the researchers, it is expected that this will
provide important impacts in terms of testing holistic and causal
models for understanding the problems of school attachment
and problematic school absenteeism and revealing a theoretical
process for developing applications especially for strengthening
academic resilience.
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Seçer and Ulaş School Absenteeism and Academic Resilience

Havik, T., Bru, E., and Ertesvag, S. K. (2014). Parental perspectives of the role of
school factors in school refusal. Emot. Behav. Diffic. 19, 131–153. doi: 10.1080/
13632752.2013.816199

Havik, T., Bru, E., and Ertesvag, S. K. (2015). School factors associated with school
refusal and truancy related reasons for school non-attendance. Soc. Psychol.
Educ. 18, 221–240. doi: 10.1007/s11218-015-9293-y

Heyne, D., and King, N. J. (2004). “Treatment of school refusal,” in Handbook
of Interventions Tshat Work With Children and Adolescents: Prevention and
Treatment, eds P. M. Barrett, and T. H. Ollendick (West Sussex: John Wiley
& Sons), 243–272.

Heyne, D., Gren-Landell, M., Melvin, G., and Gentle-Genity, C. (2019).
Differentiation between school attendance problems: why and how? Cogn.
Behav. Pract. 26, 8–34. doi: 10.1016/j.cbpra.2018.03.006

Heyne, D., King, N. J., Tonge, B. J., and Cooper, H. (2001). School refusal:
epidemiology and management. Paediatr. Drugs 3, 719–732. doi: 10.2165/
00128072-200103100-00002

Heyne, D. A., Vreeke, L. J., Maric, M., Boelens, H., and Van-Widenfelt, B. M.
(2017). Functional assessment of school attendance problems: an adapted
version of the school refusal assessment scale–revised. J. Emot. Behav. Disord.
25, 178–192. doi: 10.1177/1063426616661701

Hill, L. G., and Werner, N. E. (2006). Affiliative motivation, school attachment, and
aggression in school. Psychol. Sch. 43, 231–246. doi: 10.1002/pits.20140

Ingul, J. M., Klöckner, C. A., Silverman, W. K., and Nordahl, H. M. (2012).
Adolescent school absenteeism: modelling social and individual risk factors.
Child Adolesc. Ment. Health 17, 93–100. doi: 10.1111/j.1475-3588.2011.00615.x

Ingul, J. M., and Nordahl, H. M. (2013). Anxiety as a risk factor for school
absenteeism: what differentiates anxious school attenders from non-attenders?
Ann. Gen. Psychiatry 12:25. doi: 10.1186/1744-859X-12-25

Jaycox, L. H., and Repetti, R. L. (1993). Conflict in families and the psychological
adjustment of preadolescent children. J. Fam. Psychol. 7, 344–355. doi: 10.1037/
0893-3200.7.3.344

Kandel, D. B., and Davies, M. (1982). Epidemiology of depressive mood in
adolescents: an empirical study. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry 39, 1205–1212. doi: 10.
1001/archpsyc.1982.04290100065011

Kearney, C. A. (2002). Identifying the function of school refusal behavior: a
revision of the school refusal assessment scale. J. Psychopathol. Behav. Assess.
24, 235–245. doi: 10.1023/A:1020774932043

Kearney, C. A. (2008a). An interdisciplinary model of school absenteeism in
youth to inform professional practice and public policy. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 20,
257–282. doi: 10.1007/s10648-008-9078-3

Kearney, C. A. (2008b). School absenteeism and school refusal behavior in youth:
a contemporary review. Clin. Psychol. Rev. 28, 451–471. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2007.
07.012

Kearney, C. A., and Albano, A. M. (2004). The functional profiles of school
refusal behavior: diagnostic aspects. Behav. Modific. 28, 147–161. doi: 10.1177/
0145445503259263

Kearney, C. A., and Bates, M. (2005). Addressing school refusal behavior:
suggestions for frontline professionals. Child. Sch. 27, 207–216. doi: 10.1093/
cs/27.4.207

Kearney, C. A., and Bensaheb, A. (2006). School absenteeism and school refusal
behavior: a review and suggestions for school-based health professionals. J. Sch.
Health 76, 3–7. doi: 10.1111/j.1746-1561.2006.00060.x

Kearney, C. A., and Graczyk, P. (2014). A response to intervention model to
promote school attendance and decrease school absenteeism. Child Youth Care
Forum 43, 1–25. doi: 10.1007/s10566-013-9222-1

Kearney, C. A., and Silverman, W. K. (1993). Measuring the function of school
refusal behavior: the school refusal assessment scale. J. Clin. Child Psychol. 22,
85–96. doi: 10.1207/s15374424jccp2201_9

King, N. J., and Bernstein, G. A. (2001). School refusal in children and adolescents:
a review of the past 10 years. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 40, 197–205.
doi: 10.1097/00004583-200102000-00014

Knollmann, M., Knoll, S., Reissner, V., Metzelaars, J., and Hebebrand, J. (2010).
School avoidance from the point of view of child and adolescent psychiatry:
symptomatology, development, course, and treatment. Deutsches Arzteblatt Int.
107, 43–49. doi: 10.3238/arztebl.2010.0043

Lagana, M. T. (2004). Protective factors for inner-city adolescents at risk of school
dropout: family factors and social support. Child. Sch. 26, 211–220. doi: 10.1093/
cs/26.4.211

Last, C. G., Hansen, C., and Franco, N. (1998). Cognitive-behavioral treatment
of school phobia. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 37, 404–411. doi:
10.1097/00004583-199804000-00018

Last, C. G., and Strauss, C. C. (1990). School refusal in anxiety-disordered children
and adolescents. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 29, 31–35. doi: 10.1097/
00004583-199001000-00006

Luthar, S. S., Cicchetti, D., and Becker, B. (2000). The construct of resilience:
a critical evaluation and guidelines for future work. Child Dev. 71, 543–562.
doi: 10.1111/1467-8624.00164

Mantar, A., Yemez, B., and Alkın, T. (2010). The validity and reliability of
the turkish version of the anxiety sensitivity Index-3. Turk. J. Psychiatry 21,
225–234.

Mantar, A., Yemez, B., and Alkın, T. (2011). Anksiyete duyarlılığı ve psikiyatrik
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Objective: School attendance is an important functional marker in adolescence, and
knowledge of the correlates of school absence is important to inform preventive efforts.
The main aim of the present study was to investigate the association between symptoms
of depression and school absence in late adolescence, adjusting for sociodemographic
characteristics and externalizing problems.

Methods: Data stem from the youth@hordaland-survey, a population-based survey
of adolescents between 16 and 19 years old attending upper secondary education
in Hordaland County, Norway, in spring 2012. Administrative data on school absence
was provided for 8222 adolescents. In addition to days and hours absent the past
semester, a variable of total absence was calculated and divided into quartiles of
absence. Symptoms of mental health problems and sleep duration was based on
adolescent self-reports.

Results: Reports of depressive symptoms were significantly associated with school
absence when investigated as continuous variables. The strength of the association
attenuated but remained statistically significant when controlling for sociodemographic
factors and externalizing problems. When investigating the association at different levels
of school absence, adolescents in the second, third and fourth quartile of school
absence reported significantly higher depression scores compared to adolescents in the
first quartile. The association between reports of symptoms of depression and school
absence was partially mediated by sleep duration.

Conclusion: The association between reported symptoms of depression and school
absence was evident even at low levels of school absence, indicating a role for universal
prevention strategies. The findings suggest both depression and sleep problems as
possible targets for intervention in late adolescence.

Keywords: school absence, adolescence, depression, sleep duration, mental health problems
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INTRODUCTION

The importance of school attendance has been emphasized in
several studies. These studies show that continued absence from
school is associated with poorer academic achievement (Carroll,
2010; Attwood and Croll, 2014) and predicts early school leaving
and later unemployment and health problems (Freudenberg and
Ruglis, 2007; De Ridder et al., 2012). These major individual
and societal consequences of school absenteeism, in combination
with high absence rates across countries, has led to increased
focus on the topic. To prevent poor academic achievement,
regular school attendance is essential and every day of absence
can have negative consequences (Hancock et al., 2013). Gaining a
better understanding of the correlates of absenteeism is therefore
important to enable early identification of students at risk of
school disengagement (Ingul et al., 2012).

School absenteeism is a complex phenomenon that is related
to a range of individual, family and school characteristics
(Kearney, 2008; Ingul et al., 2012; Gubbels et al., 2019).
Mental health problems is one individual factor that has
been consistently associated with absence both in clinical and
community samples (Mcshane et al., 2001; Egger et al., 2003;
Jones et al., 2009; Ingul et al., 2012; Finning et al., 2019a; Lawrence
et al., 2019). Depression is described as one of the most important
public health challenges in adolescence (Green et al., 2005; Hyde
et al., 2008; Salk et al., 2016) and as an important risk factor for
school absence (Jones et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2012; Skedgell
and Kearney, 2016; Gonzálvez et al., 2018; Nayak et al., 2018;
Finning et al., 2019a). This association was confirmed in a recent
meta-analysis (Finning et al., 2019b). Further, both mild and
severe depression have been implicated as important targets for
interventions to improve school attendance (Gase et al., 2014).
Though previous studies indicate a possible association between
depression and school absence, many have focused on severe
mental health problems (Mcshane et al., 2001; Egger et al., 2003)
or adolescents with severe absenteeism referred to treatment
or sent to court for their absence problems (Berg et al., 1993;
Skedgell and Kearney, 2018). Further, the amount of school
absence is often defined as problematic or non-problematic
according to cut-offs based on expert consensus (Heyne et al.,
2018), and few studies have investigated the association with
depression across the distribution of school absence (Skedgell
and Kearney, 2016). In order to target universal preventions
aimed at promoting regular attendance for all students, we
need to know what predicts absence at lower levels (not only
above 15% which is often used as a cut-off). Using the multi-
tiered approach suggested by Kearney and Graczyk (2014), this
refers to interventions at tier 1, aimed at students with less
than 5% absence.

An important consideration when assessing the association
between depression and school absence is the influence of
other co-occurring mental health problems, such as externalizing
problems. Externalizing problems have consistently been shown
to be associated with school absence (Ingul et al., 2012; Vaughn
et al., 2013; Gubbels et al., 2019), and a recent meta-analysis found
larger effect sizes for the association between school absence and
externalizing problems than depression (Gubbels et al., 2019).

Further, several studies have identified an overlap between
internalizing and externalizing problems (Egger et al., 2003;
Ingul et al., 2012), and this raises the question if co-occurring
externalizing problems may account for the increase in absence
related to depressive symptoms. The evidence base is conflicting.
While one study found that co-occurring externalizing problems
could account for the association (Ingul et al., 2012), there
was still a significant association between depressive disorder
and absence after controlling for externalizing problems in
another study (Egger et al., 2003). Whether or not symptoms
of depression are independently associated with school absence
when controlling for externalizing problems will influence the
choice of preventive efforts to reduce school absence and promote
school attendance.

Furthermore, sleep problems should be taken into account
(Finning et al., 2019b). Short sleep duration is not only frequent
in adolescence (Hysing et al., 2013), it is both related to
depression (Reigstad et al., 2010; van Zundert et al., 2015) and
school attendance (Egger et al., 2003; Hysing et al., 2014) in
this age group. A previous study based on the youth@hordaland
found a significant association between sleep duration and school
absence also when controlling for symptoms of depression
(Hysing et al., 2014). It did not, however, investigate possible
pathways. It is possible that sleep problems co-occur with mental
health problems and school absence, but they may also be a
pathway in which mental health problems manifest itself as
school impairment.

Based on the above considerations, the main aim of the present
study was to investigate the association between self-reported
symptoms of depression and register-based school absence in a
large population-based study in late adolescence. School absence
will both be analyzed dimensionally as number of days and hours
of absence, and as quartiles reflecting different levels of absence.
Important covariates such as age, gender, parental education,
economic well-being, and symptoms of externalizing problems
will be adjusted for. If the association between symptoms of
depression and school absence is significant, a possible indirect
effect of sleep duration will be investigated.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure
In this population-based study, we used data from the
youth@hordaland-survey of adolescents in the county of
Hordaland in Western Norway. All adolescents born between
1993 and 1995 and all students attending upper secondary
education during spring 2012 were invited to participate. In
Norway, compulsory educations ends at age 16, but adolescents
between 16 and 19 years of age have a statutory right for upper
secondary education. In 2012, 92% of all 16–18 year olds were
registered in upper secondary education in Norway. The main
aim of the survey was to assess prevalence of mental health
problems and service use in adolescents.

Adolescents in upper secondary education received
information via their school e-mail, and one classroom school
hour was allocated for them to complete the questionnaire.
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The questionnaire was web-based and covered a broad range of
mental health issues, daily life functioning, use of health care and
social services, demographics, as well as a request for permission
to obtain school data, and to link the information with national
health registries. The Regional Centre for Child and Youth
Mental Health and Child Welfare collaborated with Hordaland
County Council to conduct the study.

Sample
All adolescents born between 1993 and 1995 were invited
(N = 19,430) to participate in the current study during the first
months of 2012, of which 10,257 agreed, yielding a participation
rate of 53%. Of these, 8988 adolescents consented to linkage
to official school data provided by the Hordaland County
Council and valid data on school absence was provided for
8222 adolescents.

Ethics
The study was approved by the Regional Committee for Medical
and Health Research Ethics (REC) in Western Norway. In
accordance with the regulations from the REC and Norwegian
health authorities, adolescents aged 16 years and older can make
decisions regarding their own health (including participation in
health studies). The adolescents thus gave consent themselves
to participate in the current study. Parents/guardians have the
right to be informed, and all parents/guardians received written
information about the study in advance.

Instruments
Demographic Information
Gender and date of birth was identified through the personal
identity number in the Norwegian National Population Register.
Exact age was estimated by calculating the interval of time
between date of birth and date of participation. Socioeconomic
status (SES) was assessed both by parental education and
perceived economic well-being. Maternal and paternal education
were reported separately with the response options: ‘primary
school,’ ‘secondary school,’ ‘college or university: less than 4 years,’
‘college or university: 4 years or more’ and ‘don’t know.’ The
two categories pertaining to college or university education were
combined into one, regardless of the length of the education.
Economic well-being was assessed by asking the adolescents how
they perceived the economic well-being in their family compared
to most others. Response alternatives were ‘better than others,
‘equal to others,’ and ‘poorer than others.’

The educational programs reported by the adolescents were
categorized into ‘general studies’ and ‘vocational studies.’ In
the present study, only the adolescents with vocational subjects
in a classroom setting were included in the latter category,
excluding those in work placement where absence is not
recorded by the schools. The categorization is based on the
Norwegian upper secondary school system, which includes a
program for general studies preparing for higher education
and a vocational education program. Examples of vocational
education tracks include Building and construction, Health care,
childhood and youth development, and Information technology
and media production.

School Attendance
Official register-based data on non-attendance were provided
by Hordaland County Council and included separate
variables for days and school-hours of absence from the
last semester (6 months).

In addition to variables describing days and hours of
school absence separately, total school absence was calculated
by recoding hours of absence into days of absence based on
the mandatory number of school hours each week in upper
secondary school (an average of six school hours per day). Adding
this new variable to the original variable of days of absence gave
the definition of total absence. Total school absence was split into
quartiles to investigate associations at different levels of absence.

Depressive Symptoms
Symptoms of depression were assessed using the short version
of the Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (SMFQ). The SMFQ
comprises 13 items assessing depressive symptoms rated on
a three-point Likert scale. The wording of the response
categories in the Norwegian translation equals the original
categories of ‘not true,’ ‘sometimes true,’ and ‘true.’ High internal
consistency between the items and a strong uni-dimensionality
have been shown in population-based studies (Sharp et al.,
2006), and confirmed by a study including a sample from the
youth@hordaland (Lundervold et al., 2013). The standardized
total SMFQ score (z-transformed) was used to indicate severity
of depressive symptoms in the present study.

ADHD Symptoms
Symptoms of inattention and hyperactivity were assessed using
the official Norwegian translation of the Adult ADHD Self-
report Scale (ASRS) (Kessler et al., 2005). The questionnaire was
originally constructed for use in adults, but has been validated for
use among adolescents (Adler et al., 2012). ASRS is an 18 item
self-report scale rated on a five-point Likert scale, comprising
nine items assessing hyperactivity-impulsivity and nine items
assessing inattention. The standardized total score across all
18 items was used to define severity of ADHD symptoms in
the present study.

Symptoms of Conduct Problems
Symptoms of conduct problems were assessed using the Youth
Conduct Disorder (YCD) scale (Lucas et al., 2001). The YCD
consists of eight items with the response option ‘yes’ or ’no,’ and
the total number of ‘yes’ responses gives a measure of the severity
of symptoms of conduct problems. It is part of the Diagnostic
Interview Schedule for Children Predictive Scales (DPS), which
has been shown to accurately identify adolescents with a high
probability of meeting diagnostic criteria for conduct disorder
(Lucas et al., 2001).

Sleep Duration
Self-reported bedtime and rise time were indicated in hours and
minutes using a scroll down menu with 5 min intervals and were
reported separately for weekdays and weekend. Time in bed (TIB)
was calculated by subtracting bedtime from rise time. Sleep onset
latency (SOL) and wake after sleep onset (WASO) were indicated
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in hours and minutes using an equal scroll down menu. Sleep
duration was defined as TIB minus SOL and WASO.

Statistical Analyses
To enable comparison across instruments, sum scores on
the SMFQ, the ASRS and the YCD were standardized (z-
transformed), with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation (SD)
of 1. New categorical variables were created where the scores
on each instrument were dichotomized at the 90th percentile,
indicating the adolescents with the 10% highest scores. The
90th percentile was chosen as it is a well-established cut-off
for dichotomizing between children and adolescents with and
without risk of mental health problems (Goodman, 2001), and
there are no official cut-off scores available for all the measures
used in the present study. With regards to the SMFQ, a cut-off at
12 was suggested in a study of help-seeking adolescents aged 12–
19 (Thabrew et al., 2018), while a previous study of Norwegian
adolescents aged 10–19 used a cut-off at 11 (Larsson et al., 2016).
The cut-off in the latter study corresponded roughly to the 90th
percentile (Larsson et al., 2016). In the present study, the 90th
percentile corresponds to a cut-off at 15, which is higher than in
the previous studies. As the youth@hordaland is limited to late
adolescence, higher scores is to be expected, in accordance with
the findings of Larsson et al. (2016). Using the 90th percentile as
a cut-off could be more inclusive than relying on the prevalence
of mental disorders among Norwegian adolescents. We therefore
conducted sensitivity analyses based on the 95th percentile, which
yielded similar results to those relying on the 90th percentile.

Based on the scores dichotomized at the 90th percentile, we
further created categorical variables identifying the adolescents
scoring above the 90th percentile on (1) the SMFQ only, (2) one
or both of the measures of externalizing problems (ASRS and
YCD, but not the SMFQ) and (3) on both the SMFQ and one
or both of the measures of externalizing problems (ASRS and
YCD). Sensitivity analyses were conducted where the adolescents
who scored above the 90th percentile on both the ASRS and the
YCD were removed, which only led to small alternations in the
numbers and did not affect the results notably.

Mean differences in absence according to gender and school
program were investigated using independent samples t-tests.
Due to the small number of participants who were 19 years old
at the time of the survey (n = 221), 18- and 19-year-olds were
allocated to the same age group. The effect sizes of the differences
were calculated using the Cohen’s d formula and interpreted
according to convention with d’s of about 0.2 representing small
effect sizes, d’s of about 0.5 representing medium effect sizes and
d’s of 0.8 and higher indicating large effect sizes (Cohen, 1988).
Mean differences in absence according to age were investigated
using analysis of variance (ANOVA), with eta-squared as a
measure of effect size. Eta-squared describes the proportion of the
total variation in the dependent variable that can be attributed to
the independent variable (Fritz et al., 2012).

Due to excess zero-observations and over dispersion of the
two outcome variables days and hours of absence, zero-inflated
negative binominal (ZINB) regression was used to investigate
the relationship between symptoms of depression and school
absence. The ZINB regression analysis creates two separate

models; a logit model for the zero-inflated part, predicting the
likelihood of being a certain zero and the negative binominal
model (count) that predicts the counts for participants who are
not certain zeros. The two models are then combined. Average
marginal effects (AMEs) were calculated to examine the expected
increase in school absence following an increase of 1 SD in
the independent variables in the negative binominal part of
the model. In the zero-inflated part of the model, age, gender,
parental education, and perceived economic well-being were
included as predictors of having no absence. Odds ratios of the
associations were calculated.

Multinomial logistic regression was used to investigate the
association between symptoms of depression and quartiles of
school absence. The quartiles of school absence were included
as the independent variable and the first quartile, corresponding
to the adolescents with the 25% lowest absence, was set as the
reference group.

Three models were specified for the ZINB regression and
multinomial logistic regression analyses. In the first two models,
separate analyses were conducted with symptoms of depression,
the total ASRS and YCD scores as independent variables. The
associations with school absence were adjusted for age, gender,
parental education, and perceived economic well-being in model
1. Preliminary analyses of age and gender as potential moderators
of the association showed non-significant interactions, and they
were therefore included as control variables in the analyses.
In model 2, symptoms of depression, ADHD, and conduct
problems were entered concurrently in the analysis, indicating
their individual contributions.

The association between symptoms of depression and school
absence was further examined by estimating a structural
equation model allowing for mediation by sleep duration. The
analysis was controlled for age, gender, parental education
and perceived economic well-being, symptoms of ADHD and
conduct problems. The robust maximum likelihood estimator
was used, and missing data was handled by full information
maximum likelihood (FIML). Indirect effects were investigated
using the built-in function IND in Mplus. A significant mediation
effect was determined using 95% bias-corrected bootstrap
confidence interval. The standardized effect sizes are reported.

The independent samples t-test, ANOVA, ZINB regression,
and multinominal logistic regression were conducted using
STATA 15 (StataCorp, 2017). Mplus (version 8) (Muthén and
Muthén, 1998–2017) was used for the mediation analysis.

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics
The sample consisted of 8222 adolescents, 51.6% girls (see
Table 1). The age of the participants ranged from 16 to 19 years
and the mean age was 16.94 years (SD = 0.84 years). The
most commonly reported education level was college/university
for mothers (35.5%) and secondary school for fathers (34.6%).
The majority of adolescents reported their economic well-being
to be equal to others (65.7%), and few reported to be poorer
than others (7.0%).
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TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of the sample.

n % Range % missing

Gender

Female 4243 51.6

Age [m(SD)] 16.94 0.84 16–19 0.1

Parental education

Maternal education 1.45

Primary school 652 7.9

Secondary school 2576 31.3

College/university 2905 35.3

Don’t know 1970 24.0

Paternal education 1.68

Primary school 674 8.2

Secondary school 2843 34.6

College/university 2498 30.4

Don’t know 2069 25.1

Perceived economic well-being 2.69

Better than others 2029 24.7

Equal to others 5399 65.7

Poorer than others 573 7.0

Symptoms of mental health problems

Depression [m(SD)] 5.77 5.75 0–26 4.09

ADHD [m(SD)] 26.77 10.58 0–72 4.65

Conduct problems [m(SD)] 0.40 1.01 0–8 8.06

m, mean; SD, standard deviation.

FIGURE 1 | The distribution of school absence in days.

The Distribution of School Absence in
the Sample
The distribution of school absence measured in days is shown
in Figure 1, with a similar distribution for hours of absence. As
detailed in Table 2, girls had a significantly higher number of days
(p < 0.001, d = 0.20) and hours (p < 0.001, d = 0.11) absent than
boys. Further, older adolescents had significantly higher absence
compared to younger adolescents (p < 0.001, eta-squared = 0.03
for both days and hours of absence). Regarding school programs,
there was a significant difference between adolescents attending

general studies and vocational studies regarding days (p = 0.005,
d = 0.07), but not hours (p = 0.864) of absence, with the highest
school absence among adolescents attending vocational studies.

The Association Between Severity of
Depressive Symptoms and School
Absence
Results from the negative binominal part of the ZINB
regression analysis showed a positive association between the
total SMFQ score and days of school absence (see Table 3).
Specifically, an increase of one standard deviation in the
SMFQ score was associated with an increase in absence of
0.57 days (p < 0.001) when adjusting for demographic and
socioeconomic variables. The associated increase in absence
attenuated to 0.40 days (p < 0.001) when the ADHD and
conduct problems symptom scores were included as covariates
(model 2). Similar results were found for hours of absence, with
an average marginal effect of 0.74 h of absence (p < 0.001)
when adjusted for sociodemographic variables and 0.39 h
(p = 0.004) when also adjusted for the ADHD and conduct
problems symptom scores.

Results from the zero-inflated part of the model, predicting the
likelihood of being a certain zero, were similar in all the analyses.
Results from the fully adjusted model investigating associations
with days of absence are presented. Older adolescents were less
likely to have no absence compared to younger adolescents
(OR = 0.67, 95% CI 0.50–0.91, p = 0.010), and girls were less likely
to have no absence compared to boys (OR = 0.22, 95% CI 0.07–
0.65, p = 0.006). Neither maternal education, paternal education
nor perceived economic well-being were significantly related to
the odds of having no absence (results not shown).

To investigate school attendance among adolescents with
high scores on the SMFQ, the analyses were rerun using the
dichotomous variables used to define high scorers on depression,
ADHD symptoms and conduct problems. Adolescents scoring
above the 90th percentile were compared to those with lower
scores on the respective instruments. Results were similar to the
analyses using the continuous scores, but the expected increases
of absence both measured as days and hours were somewhat
larger (see Table 4). In the fully adjusted model, scoring in
the 90th percentile of depressive symptoms was related to an
expected increase in absence by 1.09 days (p < 0.001). The
corresponding increase in hours of absence was 1.28 h (p = 0.006).

The Association Between Depression
and Different Levels of School Absence
The associations between symptoms of depression and different
levels of school absence were investigated by dividing the total
absence into quartiles. The distribution of absence in quartiles is
shown in Table 5.

Compared to adolescents in the first quartile, i.e., with the
25% lowest absence, adolescents in the other quartiles had a
higher relative risk for a higher SMFQ score in model 1 (see
Table 6). There was a tendency of higher risk ratios in the higher
quartiles, for instance, in model 1, there was a RRR of 1.11 (95%
CI 1.03–1.20) in quartile 2 and a RRR of 1.41 (95% CI 1.33–1.51)
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TABLE 2 | School absence during one semester (84 school days) and demographic characteristics.

Days of absence Hours of absence

Mean (SD) p-Value Effect size Mean (SD) p-Value Effect size

Gender <0.001 d = 0.20 <0.001 d = 0.11

Boys 3.52 (4.76) 4.63 (8.65)

Girls 4.54 (5.28) 5.66 (9.63)

Age <0.001 η2 = 0.03 <0.001 η2 = 0.03

16 (n = 2984) 3.40 (4.55) 4.00 (7.85)

17 (n = 2991) 3.82 (4.69) 4.46 (8.22)

18–19 (n = 2238) 5.22 (5.92) 7.89 (11.50)

School program 0.005 d = 0.07 0.864 d = 0.006

General studies 3.86 (4.50) 4.98 (8.81)

Vocational studies 4.19 (5.46) 5.03 (9.25)

SD, standard deviation; d, Cohen’s d; η2: eta-squared. Effect size for t-test: Cohen’s d, for ANOVA: eta-squared.

TABLE 3 | The association between symptoms of depression and school absence in days and hours.

Model 1 Model 2

Coef. SE p-Value AME Coef. SE p-Value AME

Days of absence

Depression 0.14 0.01 <0.001 0.57 0.10 0.02 <0.001 0.40

ADHD 0.14 0.01 <0.001 0.58 0.09 0.02 <0.001 0.38

Conduct problems 0.11 0.01 <0.001 0.46 0.08 0.01 <0.001 0.32

Age 0.20 0.02 <0.001 0.88

Gender 0.12 0.04 0.001 0.76

Hours of absence

Depression 0.15 0.03 <0.001 0.74 0.08 0.03 0.004 0.39

ADHD 0.20 0.03 <0.001 0.99 0.15 0.03 <0.001 0.73

Conduct problems 0.16 0.03 <0.001 0.77 0.11 0.03 <0.001 0.51

Age 0.23 0.03 <0.001 1.97

Gender 0.05 0.06 0.423 0.61

Coef., coefficient; SE, standard error; AME, average marginal effect. Model 1: adjusted for age, gender, parental education and economic well-being, Model 2: symptoms
of depression, ADHD and conduct problems are entered concurrently and adjusted for the same covariates as in model 1. For gender, boy is set as reference.

TABLE 4 | The association between high symptom scores of depression (90th percentile) and school absence in days and hours.

Model 1 Model 2

Coef. SE p-Value AME Coef. SE p-Value AME

Days of absence

Depression 0.30 0.05 <0.001 1.38 0.25 0.05 <0.001 1.09

ADHD 0.34 0.04 <0.001 1.57 0.28 0.05 <0.001 1.26

Conduct problems 0.35 0.05 <0.001 1.61 0.27 0.05 <0.001 1.21

Age 0.20 0.02 <0.001 0.89

Gender 0.18 0.03 <0.001 0.97

Hours of absence

Depression 0.31 0.08 <0.001 1.74 0.24 0.09 0.006 1.28

ADHD 0.45 0.08 <0.001 2.75 0.34 0.09 <0.001 1.93

Conduct problems 0.47 0.09 <0.001 2.83 0.38 0.09 <0.001 2.20

Age 0.24 0.03 <0.001 2.04

Gender 0.11 0.06 0.054 0.93

Coef., coefficient; SE, standard error; AME, average marginal effect. Model 1: adjusted for age, gender, parental education and economic well-being, Model 2: symptoms
of depression, ADHD and conduct problems are entered concurrently and adjusted for the same covariates as in model 1. For gender, boy is set as reference.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 June 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1268225

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-01268 June 6, 2020 Time: 15:34 # 7

Askeland et al. Depression and School Absence

TABLE 5 | The distribution of total school absence in quartiles.

N Mean SD Min Max % absent

1st quartile 2827 0.39 0.47 0 1 0.5

2nd quartile 1740 2.34 0.54 1.17 3 2.8

3rd quartile 1670 4.74 0.84 3.17 6 5.6

4th quartile 1985 11.78 6.38 6.17 63 14.0

SD, standard deviation. The column % absent includes the percent of the total
number of school days in the semester the mean absence refers to.

in quartile 4 compared to quartile 1. The relative risk ratios of
higher depression scores were slightly attenuated, but remained
significant at all quartiles when the symptoms of ADHD and
conduct problems were included in the analysis in model 2.

The Association Between School
Absence and High Scores on Either
Depression, Externalizing Problems, or
Both
To further investigate the importance of symptoms of depression
relative to externalizing problems for school absence, associations
were investigated for adolescents scoring above the 90th
percentile of the SMFQ only, adolescents scoring above the 90th
percentile on measures of externalizing problems (ASRS or YCD)
only and adolescents who scored above the 90th percentile on
both the measures of depression and externalizing problems
(see Table 7). Compared to adolescents with absence in the
first quartile, adolescents in the higher quartiles had significantly
higher relative risk of scoring above the 90th percentile on
only depression and only externalizing problems. Regarding high
scores on both depression and externalizing problems, significant
differences were only found for the third and fourth quartile.

Sleep Duration as a Mediator
A mediation analysis was conducted to explore the effect of sleep
duration on the association between symptoms of depression

and school absence. As shown in Figure 2, the association was
partially mediated by sleep duration, with a significant direct
effect from symptoms of depression to school absence, as well
as an indirect effect through shorter sleep duration with an
increasing sum score on the symptom scale of depression.

DISCUSSION

In the present population-based study, depressive symptoms
were significantly associated with number of days and hours
of school absence among adolescents in upper secondary
education in Norway. The association was attenuated by the
presence of externalizing problems, but the depression score
remained an independent predictor of school attendance. There
was a trend toward stronger associations in the subgroup
with high scores on the depression scale (scoring above the
90th percentile). When investigating different levels of school
absence, adolescents with absence in the second, third and
fourth quartiles has a significantly higher risk of more severe
symptoms of depression. The association between severity of
depressive symptoms and school absence was partially mediated
by sleep duration.

The positive association between the total score on the
depression scale and school absence is in line with previous
studies and a recent meta-analysis (Egger et al., 2003; Jones et al.,
2009; Wood et al., 2012; Skedgell and Kearney, 2016; Nayak
et al., 2018; Finning et al., 2019a,b; Lawrence et al., 2019). The
associations attenuated, but remained significant after adjusting
for severity level of symptoms of externalizing problems, in
line with previous research based on diagnosed disorders (Egger
et al., 2003). However, it is in contrast to a previous study of
Norwegian adolescents, where internalizing problems were no
longer significantly associated with absence when accounting
for externalizing problems (Ingul et al., 2012). This may be
explained by differences in methodology and the inclusion of
anxiety in addition to depression in the measure of internalizing
problems in the previous Norwegian study (Ingul et al., 2012).

TABLE 6 | The association between symptoms of depression and different levels of school absence (divided into quartiles).

2nd quartile 3rd quartile 4th quartile

RRR (95% CI) p-Value RRR (95% CI) p-Value RRR (95% CI) p-Value

Model 1

Depression 1.11 (1.03–1.20) 0.004 1.22 (1.14–1.31) <0.001 1.41 (1.33–1.51) <0.001

ADHD 1.07 (1.00–1.14) 0.044 1.21 (1.13–1.29) <0.001 1.46 (1.37–1.55) <0.001

Conduct problems 1.13 (1.05–1.22) 0.001 1.21 (1.12–1.30) <0.001 1.37 (1.28–1.47) <0.001

Model 2

Depression 1.09 (1.01–1.19) 0.028 1.13 (1.04–1.23) 0.003 1.24 (1.15–1.34) <0.001

ADHD 1.03 (0.95–1.11) 0.509 1.12 (1.03–1.21) 0.006 1.30 (1.20–1.40) <0.001

Conduct problems 1.10 (1.02–1.19) 0.019 1.16 (1.07–1.25) <0.001 1.26 (1.18–1.36) <0.001

Age 1.23 (1.13–1.34) <0.001 1.43 (1.31–1.55) <0.001 1.74 (1.60–1.89) <0.001

Gender 1.23 (1.07–1.41) 0.001 1.38 (1.20–1.59) <0.001 1.72 (1.49–1.98) <0.001

RRR, relative risk ratio. School absence divided into quartiles, with the 1st quartile as the reference group. Model 1: adjusted for age, gender, and parental education,
Model 2: symptoms of depression, ADHD, and conduct problems are entered concurrently and adjusted for the same covariates as in model 1. For gender, boy is
set as reference.
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TABLE 7 | The association between school absence (divided into quartiles) and high scores on either depression, externalizing problems, or both.

2nd quartile 3rd quartile 4th quartile

RRR (95% CI) p-Value RRR (95% CI) p-Value RRR (95% CI) p-Value

Depression 1.42 (1.05–1.92) 0.024 1.46 (1.08–1.98) 0.015 2.28 (1.73–2.99) <0.001

Externalizing problems 1.47 (1.19–1.82) <0.001 1.64 (1.32–2.03) <0.001 2.64 (2.17–3.21) <0.001

Both 1.09 (0.72–1.65) 0.798 1.73 (1.19–2.52) 0.004 3.08 (2.21–4.28) <0.001

Age 1.22 (1.13–1.32) <0.001 1.41 (1.30–1.53) <0.001 1.72 (1.59–1.86) <0.001

Gender 1.27 (1.12–1.44) <0.001 1.44 (1.26–1.64) <0.001 1.85 (1.62–2.10) <0.001

RRR, relative risk ratio. School absence divided into quartiles, with the 1st quartile as the reference group. Here, depression refers to adolescents scoring above the 90th
percentile on the SMFQ only, externalizing problems refers to adolescents scoring above the 90th percentile on the ASRS, the YCD or both, and both refers to adolescents
scoring above the 90th percentile on both the SMFQ and one of the measures of externalizing problems. For gender, boy is set as reference.

FIGURE 2 | Sleep duration as a mediator on the association between symptoms of depression and school absence.

In the study investigating diagnosed disorders, many of the
internalizing disorders were no longer significantly associated
with absence when controlled for comorbidity, only separation
anxiety and depression predicted absence independently (Egger
et al., 2003). Previous studies have found that associations with
absence are stronger for symptoms of depression than anxiety
(Jones et al., 2009; Finning et al., 2019a), and many adolescents
with symptoms of anxiety continue to attend school on a regular
basis (Ingul and Nordahl, 2013). It has been suggested that it
could be more difficult for adolescents suffering from depressive
symptoms to attend school regularly (Finning et al., 2019a),
probably due to the specific symptoms of depression. It is
likely that lack of energy, loss of motivation and difficulties
concentrating could influence schoolwork and results. This could
in turn lead to low self-esteem and feelings of hopelessness,
increasing the likelihood that the adolescent does not attend
school. Depression has been related to work-life participation
among adults, especially among younger adults (Mykletun et al.,
2006), and the symptoms showing the strongest association with
work impairment include sad mood, problems concentrating,
energy loss and sleep onset insomnia (Fried and Nesse, 2014).

The adolescents with the highest absence rates had the
strongest association with symptoms of depression. This is in
line with previous studies where high absence, defined as absence
above 15% of school days, is related to an increase in internalizing
problems that is not seen at lower levels of absence (Ingul
et al., 2012; Skedgell and Kearney, 2016). Further, in a large
study from the United States, adolescents who were classified
as high level school skippers (above 13%) were more likely to
report a history of depression, while no such association was
found for adolescents with moderate absence (1–3 days) (Vaughn
et al., 2013). Still, the present study detects significant differences

in symptoms of depression between adolescents in the first
and second quartile, groups with a mean absence of 0.5 and
2.8%, respectively. Thus, the present findings suggest that the
associations are present also at lower levels of absence, supporting
the notion that every day counts, also in the context of mental
health problems.

Of note, the participants with school absence in the second
quartile did not have a higher risk of having high scores on
both depression and externalizing problems. Thus, co-existence
of the two did not emerge as an important factor for those
with a moderate level of school absence. A possible explanation
is that while comorbid mental health problems is not an early
warning sign of school absence, high scores on either symptoms
of depression or externalizing problems are.

Interestingly, the association between reports of depressive
symptoms and school absence was partially mediated by
sleep duration. Absence has previously been associated with
short sleep duration (Hysing et al., 2014) and sleep problems
(Egger et al., 2003), but this is the first study to investigate
the mediating role of sleep duration on the well-established
association between symptoms of depression and school absence
in a population-based sample. It appears that sleep duration
could be one of the mechanisms by which depressive symptoms
negatively influences school absence. A longer sleep onset
latency that drives the short sleep duration in this age group
is also a key characteristic of adolescents with depressive
symptoms (Sivertsen et al., 2014) and may be closely related to
ruminations at bedtime (Slavish and Graham-Engeland, 2015).
Short sleep duration impairs coping with stressful situations in
adolescence, thus shorter sleep related to depressive symptoms
may impede coping with everyday school life and attendance
(Wang and Yip, 2019).
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Girls had significantly higher absence than boys both in
days and hours, and older adolescents had higher absence than
younger adolescents, which is consistent with previous research
(Hancock et al., 2013; Maynard et al., 2017; Gubbels et al.,
2019). We also know that both sleep duration and depressive
symptoms are age and gender specific (Hysing et al., 2013;
Lundervold et al., 2013; Maslowsky and Ozer, 2014). Still,
there was no evidence of moderation, i.e., that the association
differed between boys and girls and the different age groups.
The finding regarding gender is in line with a recent meta-
analysis (Gubbels et al., 2019) and a study of United Kingdom
children (Finning et al., 2019a). In contrast to the present study,
the latter study identified a significant moderating effect of age
indicating a stronger association between depression and school
absence for adolescents compared to children (Finning et al.,
2019a). This is likely due to the different age compositions,
where the previous study compared results in 5- to 11-year-old
children to results in 11- to 16-year-old adolescents. As the age
range is narrower in the present study, focusing solely on late
adolescence, it appears that the associations remain stable in
late adolescence.

Strengths and Limitations
This is one of the first studies to investigate associations between
symptoms of depression and absence both dimensionally and at
different levels of absence in a large population-based survey.
Strengths of the study include the large sample size and the use
of an official registry of school absence. It is to the best of our
knowledge the first study including sleep duration as a mediator
on the association between depression and school absence.

A central limitation of the study is its cross-sectional nature,
making it impossible to specify the direction of the associations.
This is a challenge in the mediation analysis, and the results
must therefore be interpreted with caution. In the mediation
model, we assume that symptoms of depression precede school
absence. This is based on previous longitudinal investigations
which suggest that depression precedes school absence, especially
in adolescence (Wood et al., 2012; Burton et al., 2014).

We were further not able to distinguish between different types
of absence based on form or function in the present study (Heyne
et al., 2018). A recent meta-analysis indicated that the association
between depression and school absence differed according to the
type of absence (Finning et al., 2019b), and it is thus possible
that we would have more nuanced findings if such information
was available. Furthermore, we were only able to include risk
factors related to the adolescent in the present study, and do not
have information on factors related to the family, school or peer
group that could be important in understanding school absence
(Kearney, 2008; Gubbels et al., 2019).

It is important to note that the diagnostic criteria for
depression, ADHD and conduct problems were not included in
the present study and scoring above the 90th percentile does
not indicate fulfilling the diagnostic criteria for the respective
mental disorders.

The response rate of the survey was only 53%, which limits
the generalizability of the results. It is possible that adolescents
experiencing more mental health problems were less likely to

answer the questionnaire. Further, as the youth@hordaland-
survey was school-based, it is likely that the majority of the
participants completed the questionnaire during the allocated
classes at school even though they could complete the
questionnaire at their own convenience during the data collection
period. Thus, adolescents without attendance problems were
more likely to participate in the survey. Still, though no national
statistics of absence rates are available for comparison, comparing
the GPA in the sample to national statistics indicate that the
sample is representative of adolescents attending school in terms
of academic functioning (Hysing et al., 2016). Though the low
response rate could bias the prevalence estimates of both mental
health problems and school absence in the present study, it has
been suggested that measures of associations are less affected by
selective participation (Wolke et al., 2009).

Implications
The present findings support the notion that every day of
absence counts, also for mental health problems. Though this
is increasingly recognized, and early intervention is emphasized,
there is currently no consensus as to how much absence is
too much absence and when to intervene (Chu et al., 2019;
Ingul et al., 2019). In the present study, the association between
severity of depressive symptoms and school absence was evident
even at low levels of absence. This is important information
for teachers and health personnel working with adolescents and
suggest a role for universal prevention in schools. Universal
prevention strategies are aimed at the entire population and
aim to reduce a risk factor by a small amount for everyone,
rather than restricting the strategies to those at high risk for
mental health problems (Gordon, 1983; O’Connell et al., 2009).
Since the present study reports mental health problems even
at low levels of absence, a small reduction in mental health
problems in the general adolescent population could contribute
to reduce absence and related negative consequences. School
based programs to prevent depression in adolescence have
yielded a reduction in depression with small effect sizes (Werner-
Seidler et al., 2017). It is possible that such a small reduction,
if it concerns many adolescents, could significantly reduce
absence. As we cannot know the direction of the associations
based on the present cross-sectional data, it is further possible
that increasing school attendance among adolescents could
impact their mental health favorably in a similar manner. Still,
the possibility of universal prevention and early interventions
focused on emerging depression, sleep problems and school
absence remain as speculations in the present study, and future
research is needed to develop and validate intervention strategies.
Indeed, the lack of studies focusing on evidence based prevention
and early intervention strategies is identified as a gap in the
current literature (Tonge and Silverman, 2019).

In addition to informing prevention strategies, the present
study points to some early risk indicators that could be included
in early assessments of students showing signs of emerging
school absenteeism. The independent association of depression
on school absence after accounting for externalizing problems,
and the role of short sleep duration as a mediator suggests that
measures to prevent school absence focused at the individual
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level could include both these problem areas. While symptoms of
emotional distress are often included in such evaluations, sleep
problems could be a valuable addition.

The results further point to several interesting avenues for
future research. Firstly, the importance of sleep problems in
school attendance merit further investigation and including
absence as an outcome measure should be considered in
intervention programs. Secondly, although the present study
suggests associations between symptoms of depression and
emerging school absence, longitudinal analyses are needed to
further investigate their timing and order.

CONCLUSION

The present study confirms that the association between
symptoms of depression and school absence is found even
at lower levels of absence in a population-based sample.
The inclusion of sleep duration as a mediator is a valuable
contribution to the literature, and our results indicate that short
sleep duration could be one of the mechanisms linking symptoms
of depression to school absence in adolescence.
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As dropping out of school is considered a violation of moral norms, the family associated 
with the drop out can react with anger directed toward the pupil or with anger directed 
at others that might know of the drop out. In our vignette study (N = 129), we found that 
anger at others and anger at the pupil were significantly higher if our community participants 
imagined a drop out from a vocational education rather than a general education. As 
expected, anger directed at others was fully explained by a concern for the family’s social-
image (i.e., a concern for condemnation by others), while anger directed at the former 
pupil was fully explained by a concern for the family’s self-image (i.e., a concern for their 
moral self-image). Thoughts for how to better understand family reactions in relation to 
drop out are discussed.

Keywords: self, social, image, dropping out, school, anger, stigma, family

INTRODUCTION

«Hvorfor er det sånn at jeg må være flau, hvorfor må de som har valgt et yrkesfaglig program 
bli stemplet som dumme, teorisvake og skoleleie?» [“Why do I have to be embarrassed, 
how come those who choose vocational education are labeled as stupid, theoretically weak 
and sick of school?”]

- Girl, 17 years, vocational student (interviewed in Aftenposten, 2015, translated by us).

Even though most educational programs are organized in order to support integration into 
the social and professional world (Beblavy et  al., 2011), some pupils decide to drop out of 
these educational programs. As a drop out has the potential to be  perceived by others as a 
violation of the expected egalitarian integration path (Van Hoorn and Maseland, 2013), their 
norm violating decision is often met with stigmatizing condemnation by the larger community 
(Weiner et al., 1988; Dorn, 1993; Hebl et al., 2007; Gausel, 2014). As a response to condemnation, 
people sometimes respond with blame (Gausel, 2014) and anger (Gausel et  al., 2018). However, 
little if nothing is known about the families’ reactions and especially whether families respond 
with anger if their son or daughter drops out of school.
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In order to investigate whether families would respond with 
anger to condemnation for dropping out of school, we  asked 
community participants to imagine how a family would react 
if their son or daughter dropped out of an educational program. 
We  expected that the more our participants expressed that 
the family would be  concerned about the moral self-image of 
the family, the more the family would direct anger at their 
son or daughter (i.e., the former pupil). In contrast, the more 
our participants expressed that the family would be  concerned 
about the social-image of the family, the more the family would 
direct anger toward others that might learn of the drop out.

Vocational Education: Dropping Out
In most western countries, the high-school (or upper secondary 
school) educational system consists of general education and 
vocational education. Even though most pupils choose vocational 
education in order to acquire a professional job qualification, the 
real-world citation by the 17-year old girl in the introduction 
demonstrates that vocational education has become to be  viewed 
as a second-chance education (Karmel and Woods, 2008) for 
pupils falsely believed to be  less intelligent and thus having “a 
lower level of general aptitude” (Arum and Shavit, 1995, p.188). 
Due to this stigmatized belief, vocational pupils are therefore seen 
to be suited for professional work, instead of the more “university-
oriented” general education (Grootaers et al., 1999; Gausel, 2014). 
As a consequence of this stigma, many pupils within the vocational 
education report that they feel that others look down at them 
for following a vocational program (Spruyt et  al., 2015).

As the educational system represents the egalitarian view 
that everyone deserves a fair chance of bettering their position 
regardless of their background (Beblavy et al., 2011), dropping 
out of the educational system represents “a serious problem, 
not only for the individual, the school system, and the 
community, but also for society.” (Christle et al., 2007, p. 325). 
Even though dropping out – in general – is understood as 
a problematic norm violation (Dorn, 1993), dropping out from 
a vocational education seems to be  more problematic for the 
pupil and its family for at least two reasons: firstly, dropping 
out violates the social ascension belief that members of low 
status groups should climb the social ladder via the educational 
system (Festinger, 1954; Hauser et  al., 2000). Secondly, as 
western people typically believe that one is responsible for 
one’s own fate (Bénabou and Tirole, 2004), a discontinuation 
of schooling violates the meritocracy belief that individuals 
should demonstrate perseverance (Lerner, 1980). Dropping out 
of a vocational education can therefore be  perceived by the 
larger society as the pupil is entering a competitive labor 
market without formal means to partake (Christle et al., 2007). 
Thus, the pupil is risking unemployment and dependence on 
welfare benefits (Christle et  al., 2007; King et  al., 2010). As 
people generally react harshly toward norm violators (Crocker 
et  al., 1998; Major and O’Brien, 2005; Täuber et  al., 2018), 
dropping out of vocational education has the potential to 
cause considerable psychological distress, not only for the 
pupil (Dorn, 1993), but also for the family associated with 
the drop out (Gausel, 2014) as families are commonly seen 
as a group (Scabini and Manzi, 2011).

Anger: The Role of the Self-Image and the 
Social-Image
According to Gausel and Leach (2011), a norm violation 
of this kind can be  appraised in at least two main ways: 
firstly, as an indication that there is something morally 
defective with the family, since they allowed a violation of 
a societal norm (i.e., a threat to the moral self-image of 
the family) by failing to prevent the drop out, and thus, 
failing take advantage of the social ascension possibility 
and failing to demonstrate perseverance. Failures that are 
appraised as representing a threat to the self-image are 
often associated with anger directed at the self (Miller and 
Tangney, 1994; Gausel and Leach, 2011) or one’s in-group 
(Gausel and Leach, 2011). As it is well known that families 
represent a group and its members are group members (for 
discussions, see Scabini and Manzi, 2011), it is interesting 
to observe that on a family-related level, Gausel et al. (2016) 
found that participants appraising themselves as suffering 
from a morally defective self-image directed anger toward 
themselves as a consequence for their abusive behavior 
toward a family member. And Berndsen and McGarty (2012) 
found that majority group members reminded about moral 
failures committed by their group expressed anger at their 
own group in response to these failures. Similar to this, 
Gausel et  al. (2012) found that the more their participants 
appraised their in-group moral failures as a threat to their 
in-group self-image, the more anger they directed toward 
their own group. Hence, in response to the current study, 
we  expected that a concern for the self-image of the family 
as caused by the drop out would be  predictive of 
self-directed anger.

Secondly, as there is a real risk that failures can draw 
condemning attention from others (Gausel and Leach, 2011), 
a drop out may pose a serious threat to the family’s social-
image as respectable in the eyes of others. If such a threat 
to the social-image is appraised, people often react with anger 
directed at the others that can possibly come to condemn 
them for their failure (Gausel, 2013). In empirical support of 
this, a recent study on family therapy and reciprocal partner-
violence, Zahl-Olsen et  al. (2019) found that outburst of anger 
and violence toward the other was associated with appraised 
condemnation manifested through rejecting behavior from the 
other as well as criticism for failure. Gausel et al. (2018) found 
that the more victims of immorality feared that they would 
be condemned for their own perpetrating failures in a reciprocal 
conflict, the more they reacted with hostile anger toward others. 
In response to the current study, we  expected that a concern 
for the family’s social-image would be  predictive of other-
directed anger.

In sum, there is ground to assume that being associated 
with dropping out of school can be  appraised by a family as 
a threat to their self-image as dropping out symbolize the 
failure to demonstrate perseverance, as well as the failure to 
conform with the social ascension belief. This might very well 
predict anger directed at the responsible one, i.e., the pupil. 
That said, there is also ground to believe that the eyes of 
others are now critically resting on the family. Thus, being 
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associated with dropping out of school represents a vivid threat 
to the social-image of the family, especially if they fear that 
these others get to find out about the failure. If so, the family 
might very well direct anger against these others.

The Current Study
In order to test the above assumptions, we returned to a large-
scale study where parts have previously been reported in a 
manuscript by Gausel (2014). However, none of the measures, 
and analyses and none of the correlations reported here in 
this manuscript have been examined or reported elsewhere. 
For the sake of clarity, we  illustrate how the measures are 
used across the two manuscripts in Table  1.

In line with previous research and theorizing, we  expected 
that our community participants would regard a drop out as a 
wrong decision, and that the drop out is expected to hurt the 
family’s self and social-image. Importantly, based on the folk-view 
that a vocational education can be  seen as a “second-chance” 
education, we anticipated the following results: firstly, we expected 
that a drop out from a vocational education would be  seen to 
be  making the family more upset, i.e., make them angrier at 
the former pupil, and angrier at others, than if the drop out 
had happened in a general education program. Secondly, anger 
directed at the former pupil would be  explained by a concern 
for the family’s self-image. In contrast, anger directed at others 
would be  explained by a concern for the family’s social-image.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Hundred and twenty nine community participants (62.2% 
women, 37.8% men; mean age: 36.1, age range: 17–74  years) 
agreed to partake in an anonymous, hard copy standardized 
questionnaire study focusing on social perceptions. They were 
approached individually in parks, cafes, and libraries in a 
medium-sized city in Norway. Participants were randomized 
into two conditions: “Vocational education drop out” (N  =  64) 
and “General education drop out” (N  =  65).

Procedure and Measures
On the first page of the questionnaire participants read the 
information of the study as described above and agreed to partake 
in the study. On the same page, we  asked the participant to fill 
in demographics of gender and age. On the next page, “vocational 

education drop out” participants were asked to imagine the 
following: “A student at the (the name of a locally known vocational 
education high-school) decided to drop out from the education in 
the middle of the semester.” Participants allocated to the “General 
education drop out” condition were asked to imagine the same 
thing, only now naming a locally known general education high-
school. On the third page, participants were presented with 
standardized items measuring how this drop out could be appraised 
by the family of the student, and how they would respond to 
the drop out. When finished, participants were debriefed and 
thanked. All items were adopted from Gausel et al. (2012, 2016, 2018) 
and ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

Anger
Anger directed at the pupil (α  =  0.96) was measured with: 
“The family would be  angry at the pupil,” “The family would 
be  cross at the pupil,” and “The family would be  irritated at 
the pupil.” Anger directed against those who know (α  =  0.93) 
was measured using three items: “The family would be  angry 
at those who know what the pupil did,” “The family would 
be  cross at those who know what the pupil did,” and “The 
family would be irritated at those who know what the pupil did.”

Appraisals of Social-Image and Self-Image
The appraisal of being condemned by others, and thus causing 
damage to the family’s social image (α  =  0.87) was measured 
using three statements: “The family will think they can be isolated 
from others because of this,” “The family will think that their 
reputation can damaged because of what the pupil did,” and 
“The family will think that others might not have the same 
respect for them because of this.” The appraisal of damage to 
the family’s moral self-image (α  =  0.89) was measured with 
three statements: “The family will think that what the pupil 
did represented a moral failure in the family,” “The family 
will think they are defective in one way or another,” and “The 
family will think this represents a “black mark” in their 
shared memory.”

Appraising the Drop Out as Wrong
We measured whether participants appraised the dropout as 
wrong (α  =  0.85) using four items: “What the pupil did was 
wrong,” “What the pupil did was bad,” “What the pupil did 
was doubtful,” and “What the pupil did was not good.”

RESULTS

Participants View of Dropping Out of 
School as Wrong or Not
A one way ANOVA using IBM SPSS 22 (see Table  2 for scale 
inter-correlations and descriptive statistics) made it clear that 
participants considered it wrong to drop out from college 
irrelevant of education, F (1,128) = 1.16, p = 0.28, partialη2 = 0.01. 
Interestingly, they saw dropping out from the vocational education 
as slightly more wrong than from a general education (M = 4.28, 
SD  =  1.67 and M  =  3.97, SD  =  1.54, respectively).

TABLE 1 | Illustration of the measures used.

Variables MS 1 (published in SPE) MS 2 (current)

Embarrassing failure x
Felt rejection x
Blaming the school x
Anger directed at the pupil x
Anger directed at others x
Social-image x
Self-image x
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A Concern for Self-Image and  
Social-Image
A Multivariate ANOVA demonstrated no significant overall 
effect on the appraisal of self-image and social-image, 
F (2,126) = 0.587, p = 0.56, partialη2 = 0.01. A univariate analysis 
on each of the two variables showed that participants in the 
“Vocational education drop out” and the “General education 
drop out,” saw the drop out of school as equally damaging to 
the family’s self-image, F (1,127) = 1.16, p = 0.284, partialη2 = 0.01 
(M  =  2.67, SD  =  1.53 and M  =  2.40, SD  =  1.31, respectively), 
and the family’s social-image, F (1,127)  =  0.73, p  =  0.395, 
partialη2  =  0.01, (M  =  2.51, SD  =  1.39 and M  =  2.30, SD  =  1.30, 
respectively) even though the means were a bit higher for 
participants in the vocational education drop out condition.

Participants View on Anger Directed at the 
Pupil and Anger Directed at Others
A Multivariate ANOVA demonstrated an overall effect on our 
main dependent variables of anger, F (2,123) = 3.10, p = 0.049, 
partialη2  =  0.05. As expected, there was a significant univariate 
effect on anger directed at others who would know about the 
drop out, F (1,124)  =  4.51, p  =  0.036, partialη2  =  0.04. The 
pairwise comparison showed that participants in the “Vocational 
education drop out” condition considered it as more likely that 
the family would be  angry at others who knew about the 
drop out (M  =  1.97, SD  =  1.27), than did participants in the 
“General education drop out” condition (M  =  1.55, SD  =  0.95). 
As expected, there was a significant univariate effect on anger 
directed at the pupil, F (1,124) = 4.53, p = 0.035, partialη2 = 0.04. 
The pairwise comparison demonstrated that participants in 
the “Vocational education drop out” condition considered it 
likely that the family would be  more angry with the pupil 
(M  =  3.51, SD  =  1.74), than did participants in the “General 
education drop out” condition (M  =  2.88, SD  =  1.58).

Structural Equation Modeling: Explaining 
Direction of Anger
In order to explain anger directed at the pupil and anger directed 
at others, we  specified a latent model using Structural Equation 
Modeling with AMOS 22 software. Mirroring the two conditions, 
we  used effect coding (vocational education drop out  =  +1 
and general education drop out  =  −1) in order to trace the 
main effects of the experimental conditions (represented with 

a manifest variable) on our two main dependent variables; anger 
directed at the self and anger directed at others. Since we expected 
a concern for the family’s self-image and concerns for the 
family’s social-image to explain the relationship with anger, 
we  allowed them to mediate the relationship between the 
experimental conditions and the two anger variables (see 
Figure  1). This model fit the data very well, χ2 (56)  =  80.65, 
p = 0.017, χ2/df = 1.44, IFI = 0.982, CFI = 0.982, RMSEA = 0.059.

As seen in the upper half of Figure  1, the original link 
between the experimental conditions and anger directed at 
the pupil (β  =  0.19, p  =  0.031) dropped to non-significant 
(β  =  0.14, p  =  0.077), indicating that the relationship was 
mediated by concern for the family’s self-image. In contrast, 
as we  argued that the motivation behind anger directed at 
others was a concern for the family’s social-image, the lower 
half of Figure  1 illustrate that the original link between the 
experimental conditions and anger directed at others (β = 0.20, 
p  =  0.032) dropped to non-significant (β  =  0.14, p  =  0.062). 
Hence, anger at others was mediated by concern for the family’s 
self-image.

DISCUSSION

Even though there can be  good reasons for dropping out of 
an educational program, a drop out generally violates societal 
norms (e.g., Dorn, 1993; Gausel, 2014) such as the meritocracy 
norm of perseverance (Lerner, 1980) and taking advantage of 
the possibility to climb the social ladder via the educational 
system (Festinger, 1954; Hauser et  al., 2000; Van Hoorn and 
Maseland, 2013). Probably therefore, our community participants 
considered dropping out to be  moderately wrong regardless 
of the educational path, and by such, they lend support to 
Christle et  al. (2007) view that a drop out represents a serious 
challenge, not only for the society but also for the school 
system, the community and the individual. Similarly, the decision 
to drop out was also viewed by the participants as a cause 
for concern in regard of both the family’s self-image and its 
social-image. This finding support Gausel and Leach (2011) 
argumentation that a failure to adhere to norms will likely 
threaten the self-image and the social-image of the individual 
(or group) associated with the failure.

In line with our hypotheses, we  found that participants 
expected the family to be  angrier at the former pupil for 

TABLE 2 | Scale inter-correlations and descriptive statistics.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1 Wrong decision -
2 Self-image (moral defect) 0.31 -
3 Social-image (condemned by others) 0.17 0.69 -
4 Anger directed at those who know 0.20 0.52 0.58 -
5 Anger directed at the pupil 0.38 0.51 0.46 0.47 -

Mean 4.13 2.53 2.40 1.77 3.20
SD 1.60 1.42 1.35 1.14 1.69
α 0.85 0.89 0.87 0.93 0.96

N = 129. Response scale ranged from not at all (1) to very much (7).

235

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Gausel and Bourguignon Anger for Dropping Out

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 August 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1868

dropping out of vocational education than if dropping out of 
a general education. This is understandable, because expressing 
anger at the pupil might communicate that the family is 
disappointed over the decision to drop out of vocational 
education in an increasingly competitive labor market (Grootaers 
et  al., 1999; Van Hoorn and Maseland, 2013). Moreover, since 
anger directed at the former pupil was explained by concern 
for moral self-image, the findings support the arguments of 
Gausel and Leach (2011) that a threat to self-image will likely 
motivate self-directed anger.

Also in line with our hypotheses, we found that participants 
in the vocational education condition expected the family 
to be  angrier at others for the drop out than did those in 
the general education condition. As expected, the motivation 
to direct anger at others was explained by the concern for 
loss of respect in the eyes of others (i.e., the threat to the 
family’s social-image). This finding is in line with Gausel 
and Leach (2011) argument that the threat to the social-
image is a motivator of anti-social responses and hostility. 
Moreover, this finding bears resemblance to Zahl-Olsen et  al. 
(2019) findings where anger and violence in families seems 
to be  fueled by rejecting criticism for failure. It also lends 
support to Gausel et al. (2018) findings that victims of failures 
reacted with hostile anger toward others due to the fears 
that their social-image would be damaged. By such, it appears 
that the community participants expected reactions similar 
to those reported in recent research and theorizing on anger 
and anti-social motivations.

Possible Limitations
It should be  underlined that our study focused on how people 
in general think a family would respond to a drop out. Naturally, 
it would be  ideal to investigate how actual families of those 
who drop out would respond to our research questions. Even 
though this might be  seen as a more “natural” approach, it 
is useful to remember that the vignette method has been found 
to produce results equal to other ecological methods (Robinson 
and Clore, 2001) only without the ethical dilemmas attached 
with real-world challenges. Moreover, as people are good at 
imagining how others and themselves would feel and do in 
various situations (e.g., Decety and Grèzes, 2006), the vignette 
design seems to be  a useful tool on topics such as failures 
and how to cope with them.

That said, one should be  aware of the practical and ethical 
difficulties to find and locate families with pupils that have 
dropped out of school. In relation to the practical difficulties 
of locating them, we  can inform that we  first tried to contact 
the two different schools mentioned in our scenario in order 
to gain information about the drop outs. However, we  were 
not granted this information and were thus left in the dark 
in response to locating these families. That said, out of ethical 
concerns, families of those who drop out might already have 
been exposed for stigmatizing attitudes and thus have experienced 
many emotional and practical hardships. One can imagine 
that if we  were to locate them, it might not be  welcomed if 
we  were to address them about something they might very 
well be  angry about.

FIGURE 1 | Structural path model of the manipulation on concerns for self-image and social-image and their link to the two angers. Solid lines illustrate significant 
relationships (*p < 0.05).
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Another limitation rests within the participant pool. We 
did not check if they had background from a vocational or a 
general education, and thus, we  cannot guarantee that this 
would not have influenced their perception of drop out from 
the one or the other educational programs. Moreover, we  did 
not ask for, and therefore could not control for whether their 
level of education influenced the results in any way. That said, 
we  aimed for a randomized pool of community participants 
(instead of the more “normal” student participant pool) that 
were more or less mature participants with a mean-age of 
36  years. We  do believe that these participants have enough 
life-experience to be  more moderate in their beliefs about the 
world than younger ones. Hence, we rest assured that the results 
based on the feedback from our participants can be  trusted.

PRACTICAL THOUGHTS

Our findings indicate that professional helpers working with 
drop outs might meet families that, ironically, communicate 
anger instead of gratitude for the help they are given. If so, 
it could be  helpful to know that this anger is likely explained 
by their fear of condemnation and feared damage to their 
social-image as a respectable family for the “failure” to prevent 
their son or daughter from dropping out of an educational 
program. Moreover, if the family is angry at the former pupil 
then the professional helper might see that their anger can 
be  explained by the worry that there is a moral failure within 
the family since they could not prevent the drop out. In any 
way, we think helpers can use our model to better understand 
how families cope with the social and family-related challenges 
that a norm violating drop out might represent.
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Reviews of the effectiveness of interventions for school refusal (SR) rely upon well-
conducted primary studies. Currently there are no guidelines for those conducting
primary studies about the measurement of outcome following intervention for SR. Most
people would agree that it is important to measure school attendance as an outcome
but there has been little discussion about other constructs that warrant measurement.
To facilitate this discussion and support the development of guidelines, we conducted
a scoping review of constructs measured in studies evaluating intervention for SR. We
screened the title and abstract of 3,213 publications found in peer-reviewed journals
between 1980 and 2019. After full text review of 271 publications, 50 publications
describing 51 studies were included. Results address the frequency with which
constructs were measured, along with instruments used, informants, and time-points
for measurement. Based on the results, we offer guidelines for choosing constructs
to measure following intervention for SR and considerations for how to measure the
constructs. Guidelines can increase consistency across primary studies, with benefits
for future meta-analyses and international comparisons. They also provide support for
practitioners contemplating routine evaluation of their interventions for SR. Ultimately,
a core outcome set for SR can be developed.

Keywords: school refusal, intervention, outcome, scoping review, guidelines, assessment, children, adolescents

INTRODUCTION

When a young person1 is reluctant or refuses to attend school because of emotional distress,
this is referred to as school refusal (SR; Heyne et al., 2019). The emotional distress may
take various forms (e.g., excessive fearfulness, depressive affect, temper tantrums, unexplained
physical symptoms), and the reluctance or refusal may result in late arrival, occasionally missing
whole days, or missing consecutive weeks, months, or years (Heyne et al., 2019). Because SR
is often associated with absence from school, it can negatively impact academic achievement

1We use the terms young people and youth to refer collectively to children and adolescents.
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(Gottfried, 2014; Gershenson et al., 2017) and socioemotional
outcomes (Malcolm et al., 2003; Gottfried, 2014). School
absenteeism predicts school drop-out (Schoeneberger, 2012)
which is predictive of unemployment (Attwood and Croll, 2006).
It is suggested that SR can greatly impact a youth’s quality of life
(Torrens Armstrong et al., 2011) and that families are affected
when a young person has difficulty going to school (Bryce and
Baird, 1986). School absenteeism also places extra burden on
school staff (Thornton et al., 2013; Balu and Ehrlich, 2018).

SR occurs among 1–7% of youth in the general population
and 5–16% of youth seen in clinical settings (Egger et al., 2003;
Heyne and King, 2004; Steinhausen et al., 2008; Havik et al.,
2015). SR is a complex problem (Ollendick and King, 1998)
associated with a broad range of interacting risk factors (Ingul
et al., 2019) and there is a long history of research on SR
(Heyne et al., 2019). Interventions have been developed within
different disciplines (Heyne, 2006) and evaluated in randomized
controlled trials, non-randomized trials, multiple baseline case
series, and case studies (see Heyne et al., 2002; Pina et al., 2009;
Maynard et al., 2018).

There is a great need to build the knowledge base
around interventions for absenteeism (Heyne, 2019) and for
SR more specifically (Elliott and Place, 2019). For example,
in the field of SR there are questions about the benefits
of combining psychosocial and pharmacological interventions
(Melvin and Gordon, 2019), the effectiveness of alternative
educational programs (Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019), ways
to improve outcomes for socially anxious youth not helped
by current interventions (Heyne et al., 2015), and the long-
term effects of intervention (Elliott and Place, 2019). Rigorous
evaluation of interventions is needed to answer such questions
(Tonge and Silverman, 2019).

Building a meaningful evidence base for SR interventions
requires that those who evaluate interventions carefully consider
the constructs of interest when measuring outcome. There
are lists of assessment instruments and procedures for school
attendance problems (Inglés et al., 2015; Kearney, 2016) and
SR (Heyne and Rollings, 2002; Ingul et al., 2019) but these lists
provide researchers and practitioners with minimal guidance
about which constructs are most important when evaluating
intervention. Narrative reviews and a systematic review of
interventions for SR signal constructs of potential interest,
but those reviews are limited in scope. For example, the
Maynard et al. (2018) systematic review and meta-analysis of
psychosocial interventions for SR reported on post-treatment
school attendance and youth anxiety while other outcomes were
not evaluated. Pina et al.’s (2009) narrative synthesis of the
efficacy of psychosocial interventions for SR covered a broader
range of outcomes, including depression and disruptive behavior.
However, their review and the narrative reviews of others (Elliott
and Place, 2019; Melvin and Gordon, 2019) aimed to synthesize
data on the effectiveness of SR interventions and not to identify
the range of constructs measured as outcomes.

There has been little discussion about which outcomes to
include in the evaluation of intervention for SR, unlike in
other fields (e.g., social-emotional learning; Ura et al., 2019).
It is thus not surprising that there are no guidelines for the

evaluation of intervention for SR comparable to those in other
fields (e.g., outcome measures recommended for people with
depression and anxiety; Obbarius et al., 2017). Guidelines can
enhance the evidence base for SR interventions by ensuring
that important constructs are measured, in a consistent way,
benefitting comparisons across studies, including future meta-
analyses. This, in turn, enhances clinical decision-making.
Guidelines also enhance the efficiency with which researchers and
practitioners can choose constructs to measure.

The aim of the current study was to support the development
of guidelines for measuring outcome following intervention
for SR. The primary research question was: Which constructs
have been reported in studies evaluating intervention for SR?
A secondary question was: How have these constructs been
measured? We conducted a review of literature across the
last 40 years, undertaking a scoping review rather than a
systematic review and meta-analysis. First, scoping reviews are
used for reconnaissance (Peters et al., 2015), undertaking a
broad review to clarify concepts in a research area, report on
the nature of research activity and types of evidence being
gathered, and identify gaps (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Peters
et al., 2015). Second, we did not seek to answer clearly
defined questions typically addressed via systematic review
and meta-analysis such as the effectiveness of treatment based
on the quantitative synthesis of empirical evidence (Pham
et al., 2014; Peters et al., 2015). Nor did we examine the
methodological quality of included studies, a procedure reserved
for systematic reviews (Tricco et al., 2018). Scoping reviews
also differ from integrative reviews inasmuch as the latter
may combine data from theoretical and empirical literature
(Whittemore and Knafl, 2005) which was beyond the scope of
the current study.

METHODS

Inclusion Criteria
Studies were eligible for inclusion if they met the following
criteria: (1) Language: published in Danish, Dutch, English,
Finnish, Norwegian, or Swedish, the languages in which the
authors are fluent; (2) Year: published between 1980 and
February 2019 inclusive; (3) Type: published in a peer-reviewed
journal, excluding conference abstracts and letters to the editor;
(4) Accessibility: for full-text screening, studies needed to be
accessible online or in libraries accessible to one of the authors;
(5) Design: any study evaluating intervention for SR2 (except
reviews, study protocols, publications about intervention to
prevent the onset of SR, and studies only addressing the
prediction of outcome), such as randomized controlled trials,
quasi-experimental designs, single case studies, and follow-up
studies (even if the follow-up sample was included in an earlier
study); and (6) Population: youth in primary or secondary school,

2No attempt was made to select or classify SR interventions according to the tiered
system introduced by Kearney and Graczyk (2014) whereby emerging SR (Tier
2) is differentiated from severe or chronic SR (Tier 3) because most studies to date
have provided little or no information about the severity or chronicity of SR among
youth in the study samples.
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between 5 and 18 years, who displayed at least the first three
SR criteria presented by Heyne et al. (2019) even if other terms
had been used to refer to SR (e.g., school phobia, school refusal
behavior). Exclusion of studies occurred according to the order of
the criteria presented (e.g., if a study fulfilled criteria 1, 2, 3, and 4,
but not criterion 5, it was not screened according to criterion 6).

Data Sources
A systematic search of 13 databases was conducted between
January and February of 2019. Search terms were modified by
author MB and a specialist librarian according to the database’s
thesaurus or subject terms (see Appendix A). The search yielded
6,437 publications: Academic Search Complete (1,188), Campbell
Library (2), CENTRAL (272), Cinahl (672), Cochrane Database
of Systematic Reviews (7), DARE (17), ERIC (319), HTA (3),
PsycInfo (1,209), PubMed (1,245), Social Science Citation Index
(1,238), Social Care Online (9), and SocIndex (256). This search
of the 13 databases was supplemented by a search of the
reference lists of published systematic reviews of intervention
for SR, yielding another 17 publications. In line with the
“snowball” technique (Pham et al., 2014) the authors identified 8
additional publications cited in publications already identified via
the systematic search process. After removing duplicates, 3,213
publications were available for screening.

Screening
A three-step screening process was used to establish the relevance
of the 3,213 publications. Consensus meetings involving all
authors were held at each step to discuss and resolve conflicts.

At Step 1, publication title and abstract were reviewed
according to the eligibility criteria specified above. Each
publication was independently reviewed by two researchers, with
all five authors working in changing pairs. When pairs were
unsure whether selection criteria were met, an inclusive approach
was employed whereby the publication was included for full-
text review at Step 2. This approach was considered appropriate
because of the long history of confused terminology in the field
of SR, whereby terms other than “school refusal” have been used
to describe the phenomenon (see Table 1 in Heyne et al., 2019).
For example, publications with titles or abstracts that referred to
“anxiety and school attendance/absence” or “somatization and
school attendance/absence” were included for screening at Step
2. At the conclusion of Step 1, 271 publications had been selected
for full-text review. Rayyan (Ouzzani et al., 2016) is a web-based
program to facilitate systematic reviews, and this was used to
manage selection at Step 1.

At Step 2, full-text review, two researchers independently
reviewed each publication, also conducted in changing pairs.
Conflicts occurred for 31 of the 271 publications reviewed
(11%) and these conflicts were resolved by consensus discussion.
During Step 2 it became apparent that some publications
used data from a sample reported in an earlier publication.
Twenty publications were reviewed a second time and eight
were excluded after consensus discussions between the authors
(see Appendix B). For example, we excluded a publication
that described the longer-term functioning of adults who had
refused to attend school during their youth. The authors did

not state or imply that the aim of their follow-up was to
evaluate intervention for SR (Flakierska-Praquin et al., 1997) thus
failing to fulfill inclusion criterion 5. It seemed that the aim
of their study was to report on longer-term functioning in a
naturalistic follow-up.

At Step 3, 33 case-related publications were re-reviewed, this
time by two authors working collaboratively (DH, RU). Step 3
was included because it became apparent during Step 2 that
publications about case-related material differed considerably
in the extent to which outcome was reported. For example,
while some publications presented empirical single case studies
with a clear focus on outcome (Hagopian and Slifer, 1993)
others described real or hypothetical cases simply to illustrate
a particular issue such as case conceptualization, while not
evaluating the intervention (Hadi et al., 2014). Case-related
publications were retained if the title, abstract, or introduction
stated or implied that the aim of the study was to evaluate an
intervention for SR. Nine of the 33 case-related publications

TABLE 1 | Characteristics of studies evaluating intervention for school refusal.

Characteristic N (%) Characteristic N (%)

Publication year Sample Size

1980–1989 9 (18) <10 27 (53)

1990–1999 15ab (29) 10–49 15ab (29)

2000–2009 14b (27) ≥50 9b (18)

2010–2019 13 (25) Mean Aged

Countryc 6–9 6b (15)

USA 19ab (37) 10–14 29ab (73)

Australia 10b (20) 15–19 5 (13)

UK 7 (14) Gender (% Male)

Japan 5 (10) ≤33 10 (20)

Netherlands 3 (6) 34–66 23ab (45)

India 2 (4) ≥67 15 (29)

China 1 (2) Not specified 3 (6)

Finland 1 (2) Intervention

Singapore 1 (2) Psychosocial (other than CBT) 13 (25)

Spain 1 (2) CBT 12b (24)

Sweden 1 (2) Behavioral 10 (20)

Language Not specified 4 (8)

English 51 (100) Medication + other 4 (8)

Danish 0 (0) CBT + psychosociale 3 (6)

Dutch 0 (0) Medication + CBT 2b (4)

Finnish 0 (0) Medication alone 2a (4)

Norwegian 0 (0) Virtual reality 1 (2)

Swedish 0 (0)

Type of study

Case study 24 (47)

Group 19 (37)

Follow-up only 8 (16)

aTwo studies were reported in one publication. bThe sample was reported in more
than one publication. cBased on the location of the first author. dFollow-up studies
were excluded. eChhabra and Puar (2016) employed psychosocial interventions
alongside CBT, namely narrative therapy plus counseling with family, teachers, and
peers. Last et al. (1998) compared CBT with an educational-support therapy. Tolin
et al. (2009) employed CBT and other interventions as needed, such as motivational
interviewing.
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were excluded (see Appendix C). At the conclusion of Step 3,
50 publications were included for data extraction. At all steps,
further duplicates were removed once identified.

Data Extraction
An Excel spreadsheet was developed (JS) to record data extracted
from the selected publications. During a consensus meeting
with all authors the spreadsheet was reviewed, and minor
modifications were made. Data to be included in the spreadsheet
were study characteristics (e.g., year of publication, country,
type of study, type of intervention evaluated), instruments used
to measure outcome, and methodological characteristics (e.g.,
informants, measurement time-points). All instruments used at
post-treatment or follow-up were assumed to be measures of
outcome, because studies did not consistently state the purpose
of each instrument. Authors JS, KA, and DH independently
extracted data for inclusion in the spreadsheet. Consensus
meetings were used to resolve uncertainties.

Data Synthesis
The constructs that were measured following intervention were
deduced from the titles of the instruments reported in the studies
(authors DH, JS, RU). When unsure, authors conducted searches
in Web of Science and Google to clarify the nature of the
construct(s) measured via a particular instrument. Descriptive
statistics (frequencies, percentages, means, standard deviations)
were used to summarize the data.

RESULTS

Fifty publications met the inclusion criteria, one of which
comprised two separate studies, yielding a total of 51 studies
(see Figure 1).

Study Characteristics
Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the 51 studies. Studies
were conducted in the USA (37%), Europe (25%), Australia
(20%), and Asia (18%), and almost half (47%) were case
studies. There were 19 group-based studies (37%), comprising
randomized controlled trials (18%), non-randomized controlled
trials (4%), and single arm studies with pre-test and post-test
but no control group (16%)3. Eight studies (16%) only reported
follow-up. The mean number of youth per study type was 36
for group-based studies, 48 for follow-up studies, and 2 for case
studies. Excluding follow-up studies, the age of the youth ranged
between 6 and 18 years (M = 12.7; SD = 2.4). Across all studies,
55% of youth were males.

Collectively, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT; 24% of
studies) and behavioral intervention (20%) were the most
common types of intervention. Other psychosocial interventions
were evaluated in 25% of the studies, including multimodal
treatment, Morita therapy, parent counseling, collage therapy,
and hypnosis. Medication was evaluated as a stand-alone
intervention (4% of studies), in conjunction with CBT (4%),

3This totals to 38% due to rounding.

or in conjunction with other interventions (8%) such as
individual psychotherapy for the child and casework with parents
(Berney et al., 1981).

Constructs Measured as Outcome of
Intervention
The constructs measured as outcome are found in Table 2.
Among the 29 constructs, school attendance was the most
common (73% of studies). Other relatively common constructs
were anxiety (39%), depression (37%)4, emotional and behavioral
symptoms (37%), global functioning (29%), fear (20%) and/or
fear of school (16%), and self-efficacy (16%). Constructs
measured infrequently included the function of the refusal
to attend school (4%), self-esteem (4%), self-concept (2%),
psychological well-being and stress (2%), quality of life (2%),
and social adjustment (2%). All but two constructs pertained to
characteristics of the young person, namely parent self-efficacy
for managing school attendance problems, and parent desire for
their child to return to school, measured via a single item.

Methods Employed to Measure the
Constructs
Table 2 also presents the instruments used to measure constructs.
It should be noted that school attendance was not measured via
a specific instrument per se. Moreover, while 37 studies (73%)
included school attendance as an outcome measure, information
about the process for gathering attendance data was provided in
just 16 of the 51 studies (31%). Attendance was reported in a
variety of ways, including the number of days or weeks absent,
the percentage of time absent, or via qualitative descriptions
(e.g., “at 6 months Rob was spending full days in school”;
Phillips and Wolpe, 1981).

The other 28 constructs were measured in many different
ways. Across the 51 studies we identified 57 instruments used to
measure outcome, the most common being the Child Behavior
Checklist (Achenbach, 1991a) in 29% of studies, Children’s
Depression Inventory (Kovacs, 1992) in 27%, Children’s Manifest
Anxiety Scale or its revision (CMAS, RCMAS; Reynolds and
Richmond, 1985; Reynolds and Richmond, 2008) in 24%, Fear
Survey Schedule for Children (FSSC; Ollendick, 1983) in 18%,
Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for School Situations (Heyne et al.,
1998) in 16%, School Fear Thermometer (Heyne and Rollings,
2002) in 14%, and Global Assessment of Functioning Scale (GAF;
American Psychiatric Association, 1994) in 14%.

Table 3 summarizes the methods, informants, and time-points
employed across the 51 studies. Excluding the gathering of
attendance data, the most common data gathering methods were
questionnaires (59%), clinician rating scales (35%), various types
of interviews which were not described as diagnostic interviews
(33%), other unspecified rating scales (24%), and interviews
described as having a diagnostic purpose (16%). These diagnostic
interviews were usually structured [e.g., Anxiety Disorders
Interview Schedule for Children (ADIS-C/P); Silverman and
Albano, 1996] but in one case an unstructured diagnostic

4Three other studies (6%) measured both anxiety and depression with a single
instrument.
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FIGURE 1 | Study selection flowchart modified from Moher et al. (2009).

interview was used (Hagopian and Slifer, 1993). Just one study,
a case study (Conoley, 1987), employed an observational method
to collect data, whereby a teacher observed the child in the
classroom. In another case study the young person and parent
were instructed to keep a diary (Chorpita et al., 1996).

With respect to informants, some studies used a multi-
informant approach by eliciting information about outcome from
two informants (20% of studies), three informants (25%), or
four informants (6%). Respondents were youth in less than two-
thirds of studies (61%), parents in less than one-half of studies
(43%), and clinicians in just over one-third of studies (35%). In
only nine studies (18%) did teachers or other school personnel
report on outcome.

There was considerable variability in the time-points for
measuring outcome. Of the 43 group-based studies and case
studies (i.e., excluding the 8 studies that were solely follow-up
studies), 17 (40%; 8 group-based studies and 9 case studies)
involved at least three time-points for gathering data related
to outcome: pre-intervention, post-intervention, and follow-up.
Eleven of the 43 studies (26%) measured outcome at two time-
points (pre-intervention and either post-intervention or another
time-point), seven studies (16%; all case studies) included daily
or weekly data gathering, and seven studies (16%; all case studies)

did not specify the time-points for measuring outcome. The eight
follow-up studies, by their very nature, included measurement at
some point after intervention ended, ranging from 1 to 20 years.
Length of follow-up was 1–5 years in three studies (38% of follow-
up studies), 6–15 years in four studies (50%), and 15–20 years in
one study (12%).

DISCUSSION

This is the first review of constructs measured following
intervention for SR. Fifty-one studies met inclusion criteria: 9
studies published in the 1980s and 13–15 studies per decade
across the last three decades. We discuss the constructs measured
in the 51 studies, the way in which they were measured, and the
strengths and limitations of the current study. Thereafter we offer
guidelines for evaluating outcome following intervention for SR.

Constructs Measured as Outcomes of
Intervention
We identified 29 constructs measured as outcomes.
Unsurprisingly, the construct measured most often was
school attendance. Other constructs measured with moderate
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TABLE 2 | Constructs measured after intervention for school refusal and instruments used to measure the constructs.

Group
N = 19

FU
N = 8

CS
N = 24

Total
N = 51

School attendance 16 3 18 37

Anxiety 12 2 6 20

Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (CMAS/RCMAS) 7 0 5 12

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI/STAIC) 3 1 2 6

Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for Children (MASC) 2 0 2 4

Anxiety Rating for Children (ARC/ARC-R) 2 1 0 3

Social Anxiety Scale for Children (SASC/SASC-R) 1 0 1 2

Self-Rating Anxiety Scale (SAS) 1 0 0 1

Depression 10 2 7 19

Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI) 8 0 6 14

Children’s Depression Rating Scale (CDRS/CDRS-R) 2 1 0 3

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) 1 0 1 2

Self-rating Depression Scale (SDS) 1 0 1 2

Zung Depression scale 0 1 0 1

Emotional and behavioral symptoms 9 2 8 19

Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) 7 1 7 15

Teacher’s Report Form (TRF) 3 0 3 6

Youth Self-Report (YSR) 1 0 1 2

Achenbach Young Adult Self-Report (YASR) 0 1 0 1

Devereux Behavior Rating Scales–School Form 0 0 1 1

Rutter Behavior Rating Scales (RBRS) 1 0 0 1

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 1 0 0 1

Young Adult Behavior Checklist (YABCL) 0 1 0 1

Global functioning 10 1 4 15

Global Assessment of Functioning Scale (GAF) 6 0 1 7

Children’s Global Assessment Scale (CGAS) 4 0 0 4

Clinical Global Impression (CGI) 2 0 2 4

Subjective Units of Distress (SUDS) 1 0 1 2

Comprehensive Psychopathology Rating Scale (CPRS) 0 1 0 1

Fear 7 1 2 10

Fear Survey Schedule for Children (FSSC-2/FSSC-R) 7 0 2 9

Fear Questionnaire 0 1 0 1

Fear of going to school / school-related fear 5 0 3 8

School Fear Thermometer (SFT) 4 0 3 7

School-Related Fears Inventorya (IME) 1 0 0 1

Self-efficacy for school-related situations 5 0 3 8

Self-efficacy Questionnaire for School Situations (SEQ-SS) 5 0 3 8

Diagnosis 5 1b 2 8b

Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule for Children (ADIS-C/P) 3 0 1 4

Diagnostic Interview for Children and Adolescents – Revised (DICA-R) 0 1 0 1

Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children (NIMH DISC 2.3) 0 1 0 1

Missouri Assessment of Genetics Interview for Children (MAGIC) 1 0 0 1

Schedule for Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia for School-Age Children (K-SADS-P) 1 0 0 1

Unspecified diagnostic interview 0 0 1 1

Anxiety and depressionc 0 2 1 3

Leeds Anxiety and Depression Scale 0 2 0 2

Revised Child Anxiety and Depression Scale (RCDAS) 0 0 1 1

Adverse effects of medication 1 0 1 2

New York state psychiatric institute side effect form 1 0 0 1

UKU-scales (side-effects) 0 0 1 1

Function of refusal to go to school 1 0 1 2

School Refusal Assessment Scale (SRAS) 1 0 1 2

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Group
N = 19

FU
N = 8

CS
N = 24

Total
N = 51

Outcome of services – general health, social functioning 2 0 0 2

Health of the Nation Outcomes Scales Child and Adolescent (HoNOSCA) 2 0 0 2

Self-esteem 1 1 0 2

Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale 0 1 0 1

Self-esteem Inventory 1 0 0 1

Severity of diagnosis 0 0 2 2

Clinical Severity Rating (part of ADIS) 0 0 2 2

Cognitive and behavioral dimensions in motivation and engagement 1 0 0 1

Motivation and Engagement Scale – High School version (MES-HS) 1 0 0 1

Consumer satisfaction + parent/adolescent desire for school return 1 0 0 1

School Refusal Program Consumer Satisfaction Questionnaire (SRP-CSQ) 1 0 0 1

Daily hassles 0 0 1 1

Daily Life Stressors Scale (DLSS) 0 0 1 1

Dimensions of personality 1 0 0 1

Junior Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (JEPQ) 1 0 0 1

Mental health 0 1 0 1

General Health Questionnaire (GHQ 30) 0 1 0 1

Overall improvement since start of intervention 1 0 0 1

Global Improvement Scale 1 0 0 1

Parent self-efficacy for managing school attendance problems 1 0 0 1

Self-efficacy Questionnaire for Responding to School Attendance Problems (SEQ-RSAP) 1 0 0 1

Personal functioning 1 0 0 1

Personal Performance Scale (PPS) 1 0 0 1

Psychological well-being and stress 1 0 0 1

General Well-being Scale 1 0 0 1

Psychopathology (dimensional) 0 1 0 1

Maudsley Symptom Checklist 0 1 0 1

Quality of life 1 0 0 1

KIDSCREEN-27 1 0 0 1

Reading ability 1 0 0 1

Burt Reading Test (BRT) 1 0 0 1

Self-concept (intrapersonal competence) 0 0 1 1

Piers-Harris Self-concept Scale (P-H) 0 0 1 1

Social adjustment 0 1 0 1

Social Adjustment Scale 0 1 0 1

FU, Follow up; CS, Case study. aThe Spanish title, reported in an English-language publication, is Inventario de Miedos Ecolares (IME). bOne follow-up study used two
different diagnostic interviews. cThe constructs “anxiety” and “depression” were measured via a single instrument.

frequency were emotional and behavioral symptoms (including
anxiety, fear, school-related fear, and depression), self-efficacy,
and global functioning.

School Attendance
School attendance is a pivotal measure of outcome
following intervention for SR (King et al., 1998)
described as a “gold standard” because it provides a real-
world referent in ways that psychological rating scales
do not (Tonge and Silverman, 2019). This seems to
explain why school attendance was the most commonly
measured construct.

It is logical that five of the eight follow-up studies did
not measure attendance because many participants would have
been older than school-age at the time data was gathered.

However, one quarter of the case studies did not include
school attendance as an outcome even though youth in
these studies were aged 6–18 years, so most were probably
of school-going age when intervention was completed. Case
studies may sometimes be authored by practitioners who find
it more difficult to retrieve school attendance data than do
research teams that have assistants to contact or visit schools
to collect data.

In Maeda’s (2017) case study, attendance data was
supplemented with peri-attendance information about the
need for parents to escort the young person to school, probably
because the therapy evaluated was Morita therapy which
involves parents escorting their child to school. Maeda’s study
signals the importance of not only determining whether a
young person is at school but also how much or little effort
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TABLE 3 | Methodological characteristics of studies evaluating outcome of intervention for school refusal.

Group
N = 19

FU
N = 8

CS
N = 24

Total
N = 51

Measurement method

School attendance data 16 3 18 37

Questionnaire 16 5 9 30

Rating scale – clinician 12 2 4 18

Interview – othera 7 6 4 17

Rating scale – otherb 6 0 6 12

Interview – diagnostic 5 1 2 8

Review of medical record 2 3 0 5

Other 3 1 1 4

Diary 0 0 1 1

Observation 0 0 1 1

Test 1 0 0 1

Informants

Youth 17 5 9 31

Parent 11 2 9 22

Clinician 13 2 3 18

School personnelc 4 2 3 9

Time-points

Pre-post and follow up 8 0 9 17

Only follow up 1 8 0 9

Daily/weekly 0 0 7 7

Not specified 0 0 7 7

Pre-post 5 0 1 6

Pre + after certain timed 5 0 0 5

aThese interviews were not clearly for diagnostic purposes and were simply described as a structured or unstructured interview, clinical interview, telephone interview,
etcetera. bRater by informant other than clinician (e.g., youth). Teachers or school counselors. dMeasurement at pre-intervention and then another time-point (e.g., after
4 and 8 weeks) which is not post-intervention.

is required – by the young person, parents5, and school
staff – to ensure the young person is at school. Berney
et al. (1981) also assessed ability to attend school, taking
account of the need for parent escorting, although they
noted that information was limited to arrival at school “and
does not take into consideration what happens subsequent
to that” (p. 112). Mansdorf and Lukens (1987) reported the
percent of time two youths displaying SR could remain in
school with the parent and alone, during intervention and at
3-month follow-up.

Emotional Symptoms
Across the four decades pertinent to this study, definitions of
SR have consistently specified the presence of emotional distress
(Atkinson et al., 1985; Last et al., 1998; Bernstein et al., 2000;
Heyne et al., 2011). It is thus not surprising that, apart from
school attendance, the constructs most commonly measured
relate to emotional distress (i.e., anxiety, fear, school-related
fear, depression, anxiety and depression, and emotional and
behavioral symptoms). The two instruments most commonly
used to measure anxiety were the CMAS/RCMAS and the State-
Trait Anxiety Inventory and its child version (Spielberger et al.,
1973). The more recent Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for

5We use the term “parents” to refer to parents and/or other caregivers.

Children (March et al., 1997) was used in 4 studies and no
studies used the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional
Disorders (SCARED, Birmaher et al., 1999). Fear was almost
always measured with the FSSC or its revision, and fear of school
almost always with the SFT. Almost three-quarters of studies
measuring depression used the CDI. Emotional and behavioral
symptoms were most commonly measured via the CBCL for
parent report and the Teacher’s Report Form (Achenbach, 1991b)
for teacher report. The Youth Self-Report (Achenbach, 1991c)
was only used in two studies, perhaps because of its length.

Behavioral Symptoms
Because definitions of SR emphasize emotional distress and
specify the absence of severe antisocial behavior, it may seem
unsurprising that a little more than one-third of studies measured
both emotional and behavioral symptoms. However, disorder-
level oppositional behavior is reported among 21–44% of youth
referred for SR (Heyne et al., 2015) suggesting the importance of
measuring oppositional behavior.

Self-Efficacy
Youth self-efficacy was measured in 16% of studies, all of which
were evaluations of CBT for SR. In each study it was measured
as a situation-specific construct via the SEQ-SS, not as a general
self-efficacy construct. The SEQ-SS measures a young person’s
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perception of their ability to cope with school-related situations
such as doing school-work, being away from parents, and
answering questions about absence. It has been suggested that
low self-efficacy for responding to school situations poses a risk
for SR and, conversely, high self-efficacy may help explain school
attendance even when a young person faces difficult situations at
school (Ingul et al., 2019).

One study measured parent self-efficacy using the relatively
recent Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Responding to School
Attendance Problems (SEQ-RSAP; Heyne et al., 2007). The study
revealed a significant increase in parent self-efficacy following a
CBT intervention which included parents (Heyne et al., 2011)
providing initial support for measuring the construct of parent
self-efficacy when intervention is conducted with parents.

Global Functioning, Mental Health, and Diagnosis
Less than one-third of studies measured youths’ global
functioning as an outcome, most commonly via the GAF.
Mental health is a similarly broad construct, and it was
measured in two studies. In four studies the diagnostic status
of emotional distress was assessed via the ADIS-C/P, and
only four other studies used a diagnostic interview schedule
to measure outcome. We observed that a focus on overall
adjustment was less typical of case studies than group-based
studies. Those conducting group-based studies are typically from
research settings where global functioning and diagnosis are
commonly assessed.

Combinations of Constructs
One study combined outcomes related to attendance and
diagnosis to determine the proportion of youth no longer
fulfilling operational criteria for SR. Specifically, Heyne et al.
(2011) reported that, subsequent to intervention, 55% of youth
attended school more than 80% of the time and no longer had
a diagnosable level of anxiety. This seems to be the first effort to
conceptualize outcome as the absence of multiple SR criteria.

Constructs Seldom Studied
We could expect that authors measure particular constructs
following intervention because those constructs reflect the
goals of the intervention. Similarly, constructs measured during
intervention and at the end of intervention could be expected
to reflect an author’s theory of change. However, during full-
text review of studies we noticed that few authors presented
a rationale for measuring the constructs embodied in the
instruments they used. More often, authors presented a rationale
for choosing a specific instrument (e.g., its psychometric
properties; suitability for a specific age group). It is thus
unclear from this review whether the lack of attention to
specific constructs should be interpreted as intentional (e.g.,
the author believed that the construct was not important
enough to be included in a lengthy assessment battery) or
unintentional (e.g., the author overlooked the importance
of a construct).

We identified numerous constructs that were seldom
measured. In some instances, the lack of attention to a construct
is understandable. For example, only two studies used the School

Refusal Assessment Scale (Kearney and Silverman, 1993) or its
revision (Kearney, 2002b) to measure outcome. This instrument
was designed to facilitate intervention planning by indicating the
function of the refusal to attend school; it was not designed as
a measure of outcome. Only two studies measured self-esteem
and one study measured self-concept. This might be explained
in part by the fact that a large number of studies included in our
review evaluated CBT or behavioral intervention. Traditionally,
interventions using CBT-based theory and techniques were not
focused on raising levels of self-esteem, and if measured, self-
esteem was a secondary outcome rather than primary outcome
(Kolubinski et al., 2018).

The lack of attention to other constructs is more surprising.
Only one study used an instrument focused on social adjustment
despite the fact that this construct is linked to SR historically
(Buitelaar et al., 1994; Place et al., 2002; Egger et al., 2003)
and recently (Ingul and Nordahl, 2013; Blöte et al., 2015;
Heyne et al., 2015). We found indirect measurement of social
adjustment via global ratings of functioning (e.g., the GAF), a
single broad item rated by youth, parents, or clinicians [e.g.,
“peer relationships” in the HoNOSCA (Gowers et al., 1999)] and
questionnaires which simultaneously measured a broad range
of constructs (e.g., the CBCL includes a subscale for social
problems). However, data from instruments such as the CBCL
were usually reported at the broad-band level (i.e., internalizing
behavior and externalizing behavior).

No studies measured family functioning as an outcome despite
the fact that one-half to two-thirds of families of youth who
display SR exhibit maladaptive family functioning, and CBT
manuals for SR commonly include family-related work on
communication and problem-solving (Heyne et al., 2015). In
Bernstein et al. (2001) 1-year naturalistic follow-up study, the
Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale II (FACES II;
Olson et al., 1982) was used to measure cohesion, adaptability,
and family type (balanced to extreme), but only as a predictor of
outcome at follow-up.

Only two parent-related constructs were measured as
outcomes: self-efficacy in one study, and desire for the
child to return to school in another study. Measures of
parenting styles and dimensions were not included in
any studies, despite the potential impact of parenting on
the outcomes of intervention for SR (Heyne et al., 2015).
Prabhuswamy et al. (2007) presented pre-intervention data
on psychosocial factors such as parental overindulgence and
overprotection, but these constructs were not measured
post-intervention. Furthermore, no studies reported
on parent psychopathology despite the fact that it is
often observed in the parents of youth displaying SR
(Heyne et al., 2015).

In two recent studies of alternative educational settings
for youth displaying SR, authors included positively-oriented
constructs. Preece and Howley (2018) noted that staff in an
intervention facility for youth unable to attend mainstream
school regarded youths’ well-being as essential for re-engagement
with formal education, and the General Well-Being Scale
(Heubeck and Neill, 2000) was used to monitor youth-
reported progress in well-being. McKay-Brown et al. (2019)
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argued that professionals’ attention to youths’ quality of
life, in the context of a wraparound model of care, could
enhance SR interventions. Quality of life was measured as an
outcome via youth and parent reports on the KIDSCREEN-
27 (Kidscreen Group Europe, 2006) which assesses youths’
health and well-being.

How the Constructs Were Measured
The gathering and reporting of attendance data varied
considerably. For example, data was derived via parents’
weekly reports of the number of hours in school (Bernstein
et al., 2000) and daily records of attendance kept by teachers
(King et al., 1998). Many authors did not specify the source
of attendance data so readers cannot assess the reliability of
outcomes based on that data. There was also variability in the
way attendance data was reported, such as the number of days or
weeks youth were absent; the percentage of absence in a period
of time (e.g., across 2 weeks; across 4 weeks); achievement of a
specific level of school attendance (e.g., at least 80 or 90%); and
descriptions such as “at 6 months Rob was spending full days in
school” (Phillips and Wolpe, 1981).

Across all constructs, respondents were youth in less than
two-thirds of studies, parents in less than one-half of studies,
clinicians in just over one-third of studies, and teachers in under
one-fifth of studies. Differences emerge when analyzing the data
according to study type. For example, while 17 of the 19 group-
based studies (89%) elicited youth report, only 9 of the 24
case studies (38%) did so. It is possible that youth had been
consulted during outcome evaluation in case studies, but a failure
to specify the instrument(s) used to measure outcome led to
an underestimation in the current study of the extent to which
youth were the informants on outcomes. For example, Hargett
and Webster (1996) reported that a young person’s adjustment
was monitored over 7 months and that there were no signs of SR,
but there was no specification of the data source.

School attendance data aside, the most common methods
for data gathering were questionnaires, rating scales completed
by clinicians or others, and some form of interview whether
for diagnostic or other purposes. We assume questionnaires
were regularly used because they are easy to administer, score,
and interpret. Even though interviews provide rich qualitative
information about the lived experiences of participants, which
is important for the development of evidence-based practice
(American Psychological Association, 2006), quantitative
information grants the most efficient method for comparing
results across studies. Just one study used an observational
method to gather data following intervention, and just
one used a daily diary, despite the recommendation that
observations and diaries be used in the assessment of SR
(Ollendick and King, 1998).

The time-points for measuring outcome were varied,
especially among the group-based studies. The impression we
gained during full-text review is that authors rarely if ever
justified the time-points they used, so it is difficult to explain
the variability. Hargett and Webster (1996) used an ongoing
approach to measure outcome, collecting bi-weekly data for
7 months until the end of the school year, and then for the

first 2 months of the next school year. This ongoing approach
to measurement – albeit easier to conduct in a single case
study relative to a group-based study – enabled the authors to
demonstrate ongoing efficacy of the intervention, including no
relapse back to refusal to attend school or an inability to stay at
school after arrival.

Strengths and Limitations
The scoping review method employed in the current study
helped clarify which constructs have been measured as outcomes
following SR intervention. We conducted a broad search across
four decades, five languages, and various study types (group, case,
and follow-up studies). The inclusion of case studies strengthens
the relevance of this review for practice-based settings, beyond its
relevance for research-based settings.

Unpublished studies were not included, which may have
limited the range of constructs identified. At the same time,
by restricting our search to peer-reviewed publications we
incorporated a crude quality assessment check on the included
studies. There was no further assessment of study quality
because the aim was to review existing literature according
to constructs and methods for measuring constructs, and
not to synthesize evidence about intervention effectiveness
(Pham et al., 2014).

As is typical of reviews, judgment was used to determine
whether studies should be included or excluded. In our review,
this included judgment about whether or not case studies met the
additional inclusion criterion (i.e., “stated or implied intention to
evaluate outcome”), and judgment about which constructs were
being measured by the instruments used to evaluate outcome.
The latter was necessary because the authors of studies rarely
specified which constructs they intended to measure. Judgments
were made in pairs, and if there was doubt the research team met
for a consensus discussion.

We observed that the SR criteria reported in some studies
were unclear. We thus excluded some studies that may well have
been evaluations of intervention for SR. To assist future reviews,
authors should specify which criteria for SR were (not) applicable
to the youth in their study.

It was beyond the scope of this study to review the
psychometric properties of the instruments identified across
the 51 studies. A review of this kind will benefit decision-
making about how best to measure constructs of interest.
Existing reviews that contain reliability and validity information
about instruments used to measure constructs such as “school
engagement” (Fredricks and McColskey, 2012) could be used to
guide a review of the psychometric properties of instruments used
to measure the constructs included in the guidelines that follow.

Recommendations
Following, we offer guidelines for measuring outcome following
interventions for SR. Greater standardization of outcome
measurement – which constructs are measured and how they are
measured – facilitates comparison of outcomes across studies and
the synthesis of data via meta-analysis. Ultimately, consumers
of SR interventions benefit from greater standardization. That
is, standardization enhances the accumulation of evidence about
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the relative benefits of different options for intervention, and
practitioners and researchers are more likely to measure and
report outcomes that are important to the users of their
research (Chu et al., 2015; Kirkham et al., 2016). Guidelines
also aid efficiency in decision-making about outcome evaluation.
For busy practitioners, this may increase the likelihood that
they routinely evaluate progress so as to determine when
and how the “scaffolding of support” to youth, families, and
schools can be reduced.

Guidelines for Choosing Constructs
According to Ollendick and King (1998) professionals often
gathered information in certain ways simply because those
ways were convenient. We contend that the choice of
outcome constructs should be based on the relevance of the
constructs to the goals of intervention and not influenced
by convenience or habit (e.g., using an instrument because
it is familiar).

If a researcher’s or practitioner’s goal is to “simply” help youth
return to school (which is seldom a simple process), it might
seem logical to limit outcome constructs to school attendance.
However, SR is heterogeneous in its etiology and presentation
(Heyne and Sauter, 2013; Gallé-Tessoneau and Heyne, 2020) as
well as its impact, so intervention should focus on improving
broader outcomes for youth, necessitating a wider palette of
outcome constructs. In other words, the goals of intervention are
likely to include general goals (e.g., increased school attendance)
and specific goals informed by case formulation (e.g., increased
social involvement).

Assuming researchers and practitioners choose to measure
multiple outcomes, which should they be? In a review of
SR intervention, Elliott and Place (2019) noted: “Researchers,
therefore, need to be explicit about whether the primary outcome
sought in their intervention studies is reduction in anxiety or
increased school attendance.” Based on the findings in our
review and our own reflections on the goals of intervention, we
propose that evaluation of outcome includes – but also extends
beyond – the constructs of school attendance and anxiety. If
we assume that the constructs measured in the 51 studies
reviewed here were chosen because they reflected the goals of the
interventions offered and not because of convenience or habit,
then researchers and practitioners are well advised to measure the
more common constructs identified in the current study: school
attendance; emotional functioning including anxiety, fear/fear of
school, and depression; behavioral symptoms; global functioning;
and self-efficacy.

School attendance is an important foundational competency
for youth (Kearney et al., 2019a) and a gold-standard, real-
world referent for evaluating interventions for school attendance
problems (Tonge and Silverman, 2019). It is self-evident that
it would be included in evaluations of SR. As noted in section
“School Attendance,” peri-attendance variables are also relevant.
A smartphone application could be developed to facilitate
ecological momentary assessment of variables beyond school
attendance and absence, such as the young person’s whereabouts
(e.g., in class or often in the school nurse’s office), how much
time parents spend at school with a separation anxious youth

participating in intervention for SR, and the youth’s emotional
distress during the school day.

Emotional functioning includes the youth’s levels of fear,
anxiety, and depression. Alongside general levels of emotional
distress, researchers and practitioners may measure distress
experienced within the school setting. Three relatively recent
instruments not yet incorporated in outcome studies have face
validity for SR intervention: the School Anxiety Scale–Teacher
Report (Lyneham et al., 2008), the School Anxiety Inventory6

(SAI; García-Fernández et al., 2011) and its short version (García-
Fernández et al., 2014), and the SChool REfusal EvaluatioN Scale
(SCREEN; Gallé-Tessonneau and Gana, 2019). These provide
more detailed information about youths’ emotional distress in
the school context relative to instruments such as the MASC
and its revision (MASC-2; March, 2013), the Revised Children’s
Manifest Anxiety Scale (Reynolds and Richmond, 1985) and its
revision (RCMAS-2; Reynolds and Richmond, 2008), and the
Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale (Spence, 1998). The SCARED
has a 4-item school phobia subscale but the subscale does not
always emerge in analyses of the instrument’s factor structure
(Inglés et al., 2015). Because psychosomatic symptoms are also
prominent in cases of SR (Heyne et al., 2015) they should
be measured alongside the other constructs associated with
emotional distress.

Measures of behavioral symptoms can provide an indication of
the frequency and severity of a young person’s resistance to school
attendance. Parents can be asked to complete a daily logbook
that includes ratings of noncompliance and disruption (Kearney
and Albano, 2000) and more specifically the child’s resistance
to efforts to get them to go to school (Kurita, 1991). Anecdotal
evidence suggests that the decrease in a young person’s resistance
to school attendance is a very important outcome for parents who
are often emotionally and physically exhausted due to resistive
behaviors often directed at them.

Global functioning provides a measure of overall outcome
following SR intervention. It was infrequently incorporated in
case studies included in this review. To benchmark global
functioning of youth included in case studies against those
included in group-based studies, authors preparing case studies
will need to incorporate a measure of global functioning.
The most common measure of global functioning was the
clinician-rated GAF, which includes assessment of the impact
of symptoms on daily life. It is important to also obtain youth,
parent, and teacher perspectives on global functioning, perhaps
via the impact supplement of the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (Goodman, 1999).

Youth self-efficacy and parent self-efficacy are cognitive
constructs relevant to outcome because they are a key target
for change during CBT for SR and they have been found to
increase following intervention (Heyne et al., 2015). Non-CBT
interventions may also have a positive effect on school attendance
due to youths’ increased self-efficacy for attending school and/or
parents’ increased self-efficacy for responding to a child’s refusal

6This is an updated version of the Inventario de Miedos Ecolares (IME) presented
in Table 2.The IME only assesses anxiety-generating situations whereas the SAI
also assesses the three anxiety response systems (cognitive, physiological, and
motor or behavioral).
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to attend. As such, it is valuable to include youth and parent
measures of self-efficacy in the evaluation of CBT and non-
CBT interventions. Furthermore, higher levels of self-efficacy
at post-intervention may help prevent relapse during a follow-
up period because youth and/or parents are more likely to
engage in adaptive behaviors during those times when there
are small setbacks.

Other constructs found to be less common or not measured
at all also warrant attention. Following, we draw attention to
constructs relevant to the young person’s adjustment; motivation
for change; family functioning; and side effects of intervention.
We conclude this section with attention to individualized goals as
constructs of interest, and variation in the constructs of interest
according to the length of follow-up conducted.

An important facet of the young person’s adjustment is their
social adjustment (see section “Constructs Seldom Studied”).
An instrument measuring this construct should be used, or at
the very least authors should report outcome according to sub-
scales that measure social functioning (e.g., “social problems”
in the CBCL). We also encourage researchers and practitioners
to measure well-being as a broader youth-focused construct,
reflecting a holistic perspective on the success of intervention.
School engagement is an important construct because of the
potential for relapse if there is little school engagement following
return to school. McKay-Brown et al. (2019) used the Motivation
and Engagement Scale (Martin, 2014) to measure “educational
functioning,” noting that the instrument measures adaptive and
maladaptive factors related to learning behaviors “that are linked
to school engagement” (p. 96). According to Amai (2020) a
related construct of “sense of school adaptation” has been widely
measured in Japan using Furuichi and Tamaki’s (1994) School
Adaptation Scale (e.g., I look forward to going to school; I want
to go to school even if I feel a little bad). Other youth-focused
constructs that appear to be associated with SR but have not
been measured as outcomes include emotion regulation (Hughes
et al., 2010) and negative automatic thoughts and thinking
styles (Maric et al., 2012). Academic functioning is an important
construct when evaluating interventions for absenteeism (Tonge
and Silverman, 2019), including SR.

Parent and youth motivation for achieving school return
was measured in just one study via a single item about desire
for return to school (Melvin et al., 2017). Readiness for change
is found to be related to outcome in studies of psychotherapy
with adults and adolescents (Krebs et al., 2018) and seems
important for understanding treatment progress among
depressed adolescents (Rodriguez-Quintana and Lewis, 2019). It
should receive more attention in studies of intervention for SR,
with measurements at pre-intervention, mid-intervention, and
post-intervention, as recommended by Rodriguez-Quintana and
Lewis (2019) in relation to adolescent depression.

A systemic perspective on SR and interventions for SR
calls for measurement of parenting and family functioning
(see section “Constructs Seldom Studied”). Measuring these
constructs during intervention, at post-intervention, and at
follow-ups will allow us to establish the extent of change in
functioning as well as the extent to which change in parent
and family functioning is associated with change in school

attendance and other outcomes for youth. As noted, no studies
included in the current review addressed these constructs. If
the word-limit restrictions of journals lead authors to exclude
data about parent and family functioning, such information
should be included in supplementary online materials or adjunct
publications so that the evidence base for changes in these
constructs grows.

A few studies of pharmacological intervention measured
adverse effects, and some studies of psychosocial intervention
measured the experience of intervention. In Head and Jamieson’s
(2006) study, which was excluded from our review7, the
focus of enquiry was broadened from “technical success”
in terms of school attendance to whether and why youth,
parents, and teachers regarded intervention as successful.
Maeda (2012) provided a qualitative account of the impact
of intervention (forced school attendance) on the parents:
“Thus, intensive exposure therapy for school return could be
a burden to children, parents, and school officials in spite
of being effective for school return” (p. 309). Information
about the experience of intervention may impact consumer
uptake and persistence with intervention. Just one study
included in our review reported on consumer satisfaction
as an outcome. Consumer satisfaction warrants inclusion in
all reports on outcome because it provides information that
can help shape interventions in ways that enhance uptake,
persistence, and outcome.

Individualized goals for intervention constitute important
constructs to be measured. In Meyer et al. (1999) case study,
“progress toward goals” was measured according to youth and
parent behaviors. This approach to conceptualizing change may
have been used because the young person had an intellectual
disability. Nonetheless, it presents a model for all practitioners
evaluating interventions, and where possible, for the evaluation
of outcome in group-based studies. Another example of attention
to specific goals is found in the work of Kearney and Silverman
(1990). They used a standard set of outcome measures across
seven cases but they expected differences on the measures per
case, depending on the function served by each youth’s refusal to
attend school. It was suggested that “perhaps a more appropriate
way to examine the data is to focus primarily on those measures
that are pertinent to each functional category” (p. 354). Indeed,
goal-based outcomes derived from youth and parent goals for
intervention should be considered for inclusion in a battery of
outcome measures (Law and Jacob, 2015).

The constructs of interest will also vary according to the length
of follow-up being conducted. For example, in Flakierska et al.
(1988) 15- to 20-year follow-up study of adults who had refused
to attend school as youth, constructs included the number of
visits to adult outpatient psychiatric care and the number of
children they had. Clearly, longer follow-ups call for broader
conceptualization of the constructs of interest.

Whichever constructs are measured, authors need to provide
a clear rationale for choosing those constructs. This is in contrast
to what we observed during the current review. For example,

7The study did not meet inclusion criterion 5; it was not an evaluation of
intervention but a report on the experience of intervention.
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interviews were used in many studies, presumably to measure
diagnosis or global functioning, but a clear explanation for why
an interview was used was not always included. Our observation
that authors often neglected to specify the constructs of interest
reflects an unfortunate long-standing phenomenon. Even in the
1980s Valles and Oddy (1984) noted that “measures of outcome
are ill-defined” (p. 36). When the specification of constructs
of interest becomes standard practice, authors are prompted to
reflect on the goals they have for their intervention. Specification
of constructs will also benefit future reviews of the effectiveness of
interventions for SR. First, it will expedite the selection of primary
studies for systematic review because the outcomes of interest are
clearly specified in the primary studies. Second, it can facilitate
the interpretation of outcomes from meta-analyses. For example,
effect sizes might differ between primary studies because of
differences in the conceptualization and operationalization of
outcome, whereby some measured constructs may be more
sensitive to change than others.

Guidelines for Measuring Constructs
To advance the evidence base for SR interventions, careful
consideration needs to be given to the methods for measuring
chosen constructs. First, consistency in the choice of instrument
or procedure to measure a construct such as school attendance
will facilitate the comparison of outcomes across schools, school
districts, and states (Hobbs et al., 2018), as well as across
countries. For example, Fredricks and McColskey (2012) noted
large variation in how constructs were measured in the field
of school engagement, making it difficult to compare findings
across studies. Second, when other methodological issues are
consistent across studies, such as choice of informants and
measurement time-points, then the interpretation of comparative
results will be simplified. For example, Melvin and Gordon (2019)
conducted a review of antidepressant medication for SR and
suggested that study differences in the source of information
(e.g., school versus parent) and the timing of assessment created
measurement error variance which could explain the apparent
lack of benefit when combining medication with CBT for SR.
Third, greater consistency in how outcome data is reported will
enhance data synthesis such as meta-analysis. In a meta-analysis
of the relationship between anxiety and school attendance
problems, Finning et al. (2019) concluded that methodological
differences across studies limited scope for combining studies.
Their study was not a meta-analysis of outcome, but the
challenges they experienced in synthesizing data across studies
would apply equally to meta-analyses of outcome following
intervention for SR.

Following, we discuss six topics relevant to promoting
consistency in the evaluation of outcome: accessing valid data on
school attendance; using psychometrically sound instruments to
measure other constructs; establishing uniformity in the choice of
psychometrically sound instruments; establishing uniformity in
time-points for measurement; specifying criteria for determining
when desired outcome has been achieved; and incorporating
various sources of data.

First, those who evaluate outcome need access to school
attendance data that accurately describes a young person’s

attendance and non-attendance. Because schools are increasingly
held to account for the registration of attendance and non-
attendance (Hutt and Gottfried, 2019; OFSTED, 2019) it is
reasonable to expect that researchers and practitioners could
acquire school-based data per half-day, and ideally per lesson.
This can be converted to a percentage of school attendance
for a specified time-frame [e.g., number of lessons (or hours)
attended in a 4 week period divided by the total number of
lessons (or hours) scheduled in that time-frame]. When possible,
information should also be gathered about peri-attendance
variables such as late arrival to school and absence from a lesson
whilst still at school (e.g., spending time in the school counselor’s
office). Some schools may not (yet) collect such detailed data.
To fill this gap, parents and youth can be asked to record
attendance as well as peri-attendance variables. Presumably youth
can provide a more accurate account of absence from class during
attendance at school. To increase parent and youth compliance
with the request for data, researchers and practitioners might use
automated reminders (e.g., smartphone applications) or diaries
managed via email contact. At the end of each week during
the post-intervention and follow-up time-frames, youth and
parents could be asked to list how many classes were held and
which classes were attended. If possible, this would occur at
the end of each day to reduce problems with recall at the end
of the week. Because there are discrepancies in school- and
parent-reported absences (Lomholt et al., 2020) and school- and
youth-reported absences (Keppens et al., 2019) we recommend
gathering data from all three sources and reporting outcomes for
each group separately. Similarities and differences in outcomes
based on youth-, parent-, and school-reported absences need to
be taken into account when authors discuss the effectiveness of
the intervention.

Second, constructs need to be measured via instruments
with strong psychometric properties. Simply put, does the
instrument measure the construct it is supposed to measure
and in a reliable way? Important psychometric properties
include construct validity, internal consistency reliability, test-
retest reliability, and sensitivity to treatment effects (Spence,
2018). Psychometrically strong instruments are needed for
group-wise significance tests when evaluating intervention
effects in group-based studies. For case studies, two methods
which practitioners can use to analyze clinically meaningful
change are “crossing clinical thresholds” and “reliable change”
(Wolpert et al., 2015). Such analyses also rely on measurement
via psychometrically sound instruments. Other characteristics
that render instruments more suitable for measuring outcome
following intervention include applicability to a wide age range
(e.g., to compare intervention effects for younger versus older
students); availability for different respondents (e.g., youth,
parents, teachers); availability of normative data and clinical
cut-off scores (e.g., to determine whether change is clinically
meaningful); and the time taken to administer the instrument.
A more fundamental issue is the need to specify the instruments
used to gather outcome data; this was not always the case in the
studies we reviewed.

Third, when a majority of researchers and practitioners
use the same instrument to measure a specific construct, the
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comparison of outcomes across studies will be more robust.
It will also be easier to combine data for meta-analyses,
avoiding the methodological complications that occur when
different measures of the same construct are used to create
a common outcome measure (Bennett et al., 2013). As the
field achieves greater consensus on which instruments are
most valuable, efforts should be made to ensure instruments
are available in many languages via thorough translation
and adaptation processes that include forward and backward
translation (Van Widenfelt et al., 2005).

Fourth, there should be more uniformity in the time-points
for measuring constructs. To illustrate, one study assessed school
attendance across the 4 weeks following intervention (Melvin
et al., 2017) while earlier studies did so across 2 weeks (Heyne
et al., 2011). We contend that the 4-week period provides a better
test of the reliability of intervention effects with respect to school
attendance, even though a 2-week time-frame is commonly
employed in criteria for deciding whether a school attendance
problem exists (Kearney, 2008). It is logical to apply the 4-
week time-frame to the measurement of all chosen constructs.
For example, 4 weeks after delivery of the final component of
intervention, researchers or practitioners administer instruments
to measure constructs such as anxiety and depression. If the CDI
is used to measure depression, then 4 weeks after intervention
finished the young person is invited to report symptoms of
depression across the prior 2 weeks (the standard time-frame
prescribed for administration of the CDI). Longer-term outcome
is ideally based on follow-ups at 6 and 12 months after
intervention finishes. This permits more robust evaluation of
the young person’s adjustment to the ongoing academic and
social-emotional challenges of life at school. When interventions
are prolonged (e.g., placement within an alternative educational
setting), 6- and 12-months evaluations can take place during
the course of the intervention, instead of waiting until a 12-
month program is complete before evaluating its effects. Finally,
alongside standard time-frames for measurement, researchers
and practitioners may choose to conduct additional measurement
at other time-points.

Fifth, there needs to be consistency in criteria for determining
whether desired outcome is achieved, and clear specification
by authors of the criteria they used. This will address Kearney
and Silverman’s (1990) observation 30 years ago that many
studies of intervention for absenteeism used inconsistent or
inadequate criteria for positive outcome. The constructs used
to measure desired outcome will depend on the stated aims
of the intervention. We found that many case studies included
qualitative descriptions of outcome (e.g., “attendance and anxiety
remained at acceptable levels”; Kearney, 2002a) whereas the
group-based studies analyzed outcomes quantitatively (e.g.,
change in mean level of anxiety), although we also found
qualitative descriptions in some group-based studies (e.g., “in
general, youth no longer exhibited upset on arrival at school”;
King et al., 2001). It is incumbent upon authors to report the
proportion of cases fulfilling a specified outcome rather than
relying on non-specific terms such as “in general” and “typically.”
With respect to school attendance, authors can report on the
proportion of youth reaching a specific level of attendance,

alongside their reports of the average amount of attendance in the
4-week period since intervention finished. Chronic or persistent
absenteeism is increasingly specified as 10% absence or more
in a given time-frame (Heyne et al., in press) so a standard
criterion for desired outcome would be attendance above 90%.
To be able to compare outcomes across case studies and group-
based studies, case studies could include a minimum level of
quantitative data (e.g., whether or not the young person achieved
more than 90% attendance at post-intervention). Authors can
also consider combining constructs to determine the proportion
of youth who simultaneously fulfill two or more criteria for
desired outcome (see section “Combinations of Constructs”).

Sixth, all stakeholders in interventions for SR – youth,
parents, education professionals, and helping professionals –
should be invited to report on the outcome of intervention
to ensure a breadth of perspectives on outcome. In a meta-
analysis of five decades of research on psychological interventions
for youth, Weisz et al. (2017) argued that “it matters a lot”
who reports on outcome, based on the observation that effect
sizes differed across informants (p. 94). They emphasized the
need for researchers and practitioners to obtain and integrate
information from multiple informants and to be explicit about
the source of outcome data. This emphasis on multi-source
and multi-method assessment is not new to the field of school
attendance and absenteeism (Ollendick and King, 1998; Kearney,
2002a). All stakeholders should also be consulted about the
constructs that ought to be measured as outcomes following
intervention for SR.

CONCLUSION

Are we measuring up? In other words, are we as researchers and
practitioners measuring outcome in a way that helps to build a
meaningful evidence base for SR intervention?

With respect to constructs measured, there has been some
consistency across studies but also considerable variability.
School attendance is the only construct that was measured
in more than two-thirds of the studies. The fact that other
“common” constructs (i.e., emotional and behavioral symptoms,
anxiety, fear and/or fear of school, depression, self-efficacy, and
global functioning) were measured in a third of studies or less
might reflect variability in what was regarded as important to
measure, but it might also reflect a failure to consider the benefit
of measuring such constructs. It is unlikely that the low rate
at which these “common” constructs were measured was due
to the unavailability of instruments because there have been
instruments to measure the majority of these constructs since the
1980s. Unfortunately, authors infrequently provided justification
for the choice of constructs measured. With respect to the way
in which constructs were measured, there was also substantial
variability. It is important that authors of future studies clearly
specify the rationale for focusing on specific constructs and for
using specific instruments to measure those constructs.

Despite current shortcomings in the evaluation of outcome
following SR intervention, the current review yields initial
guidelines for researchers and practitioners planning to evaluate
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outcome. Measurement of the more common constructs
identified in this review (i.e., attendance; emotional, behavioral,
and global functioning; self-efficacy) can be supplemented with
measurement of the young person’s social adjustment and the
well-being of the young person, parents, and family. These
guidelines may yield greater uniformity in the evaluation of
interventions, benefitting science and practice, and thus the
youth, parents, and schools impacted by SR.

The current review can also serve as a platform for
further work on the development of a core outcome set
for SR, possibly via the international consensus-based process
presented in COS-STAP (Core Outcome Set-STAndardised
Protocol Items; Kirkham et al., 2019). The fact that SR is
not included as a disorder in classification systems such as
the DSM does not negate the need for a core outcome
set. Work on a core outcome set should foster broad
stakeholder input, broader than the perspective of the authors
of this paper. Attention should be paid to changes in
education and technology, such as competency-based education
and virtual learning (Kearney et al., 2019b) necessitating a
reconceptualization of traditional outcomes such as percentage
of time spent at school.

Attention should also be paid to the development of a core
outcome set for interventions focused on truancy, the school
attendance problem characterized by “skipping” or absconding
from school (Heyne et al., 2019). In a systematic review
and meta-analysis of the effects of interventions for truancy,
Maynard et al. (2013) found considerable variability in how
study authors operationalized and reported outcomes related to
school attendance, and there was sometimes a lack of clarity
about what had been measured (e.g., excused and/or unexcused
absences). Maynard and colleagues called for greater consistency
in measuring and reporting school attendance when evaluating
truancy interventions. Broadening the perspective, Keppens and
Spruyt (2020) concluded an integrative review of interventions

to prevent truancy with a call to evaluate outcomes other than
truancy-related absence, such as graduation in the longer-term.
Their review also signals the need to think more broadly about
truancy, not simply as a behavior to be changed but also as a
symptom of the need for change in school bonding.

In conclusion, measuring up to the task of advancing
the science and practice of SR intervention requires greater
consensus on the evaluation of outcome. This review contributes
to the discussion about guidelines for evaluating outcome. Before
a core outcome set becomes available we encourage researchers
and practitioners to carefully consider and justify their choice of
constructs and measurement methods. A collective effort is also
needed to increase consistency in the choice of psychometrically
sound instruments for measuring important constructs.
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APPENDIX A | SEARCH TERMS

“school refus∗” (school refusal / school refusing / school refuser) OR “school phobi∗” (school phobia / school phobic) OR “anxiety-
based school refus∗” OR “anxiety-based absen∗” (anxiety-based absence / anxiety-based absentee / anxiety-based absenteeism) OR
“anx∗ school refus∗” (anxious school refus∗ / anxious school refusing) OR “school reluctan∗” (school reluctance / school reluctant;
as long as the youth are not identified as truanting or showing some other attendance problem) OR “school absen∗ (school absence /
school absentee / school absenteeism; as long as the youth are not identified as truanting or showing some other attendance problem)
OR “school avoidan∗” (school avoider / school avoidance / school avoidant; as long as the youth are not identified as truanting
or showing some other attendance problem) OR “emotional∗ absen∗” (emotional absen∗ / emotionally absen∗) OR “school refus∗
behav∗” (school refus∗ behaviour / school refus∗ behaviour) OR “separation anx∗” (separation anxiety / separation anxious; as long
as this was conceptually linked to absence from school or difficulty going to school) AND [Child∗ (child / childhood / children) OR
adolescen∗ (adolescence / adolescent) OR student∗ (student / students) OR youth∗ (youth / youths) OR young∗ (young / youngster)
OR teenage∗ (teenage / teenager) OR “lower school” OR “upper school” OR “grammar school” OR “high school”] AND [RCT OR
experiment∗ OR “quasi experiment∗” OR “longitudinal∗” or “control group∗” OR “case control” OR “quasi-experiment∗ OR “case
stud∗” (case study / case studies) OR “follow-up” OR interven∗ (intervene / intervening / intervention) OR program∗ (program /
programme) OR outcome∗ OR eval∗ (evaluate / evaluated / evaluation)].
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