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Prevalence and Associated Educational, Psychological and Social Factors.
By David M. Galloway.

A B S T R A C T

Following a pilot project and a literature review, three annual 
surveys were undertaken on the prevalence of persistent absence 
from Sheffield schools. The results showed:-

(a) that persistent absentee rates remained stable between the
ages 5-12, but rose sharply thereafter;

(b) that there was no important association between a secondary
school’s size and its absentee rates;

(c) that poverty in the school’s catchment area was a reliable 
predictor of absence rates;

(d) that in an important minority of schools, mostly serving 
socially disadvantaged areas, absentee rates varied substantially 
over the three years;

(e) that less than 40 per cent of persistent absence was 
attributed primarily to illness, and less than 20 per cent to 
absence without parental knowledge;

(f) that less than 33 per cent of absentees were known to the
police.

To obtain information on social, psychological and educational 
variables associated with absence, interviews were carried out with all 
unauthorised absentees from one part of Sheffield. Results showed:-

(a) that school influences were reported by parents and pupils to 
become more significant in the secondary school years than at primary 
schools;

(b) that persistent absentees from primary schools were living under 
severely and multiply disadvantaged circumstances, and that the same 
applied, though somewhat less consistently, to secondary school absentees;

(c) that many absentees resisted pressure to attend school partly 
because of well-founded anxiety about their parents’ health;

(d) that absentees referred to the psychological service tended 
to have a more serious history of anti-social behaviour and of 
inadequacy in social relationships at school;

(e) that truants differed in several ways from other unauthorised 
absentees;

(f) that the outlook for subsequent attendance was poor.

The results are discussed in the light of their possible 
implications for schools and for the educational support services.

v.
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INTRODUCTION

Origin of the Research

In the Autumn of 1973 Sheffield Education Department 

set up a working party under the chairmanship of a senior assistant 

education officer to consider the adequacy of existing facilities for 

problem children. The working party resulted from the mutual interest 

and concern of teachers, senior officers of the I.e.a. and members of 

the I.e.a.fs support services both about poor attenders and about 

pupils who presented severe disciplinary problems in schools.

The working party devoted its early sessions to consideration 
of the needs of two groups of children, both of whom required an 

administrative response from the authority. The first consisted of 

very poor attenders; in their case the administrative response was 

whether or not the I.e.a. should take formal action to ensure their 

more regular attendance. The second group consisted of pupils whose 

behaviour had led to their exclusion or suspension from school; here 

the administrative response was that the I.e.a. had to provide many of 

the pupils with some alternative form of education. The research in the 

present report is concerned only with the poor attenders.

It quickly became clear that many people, both inside and 

outside the working party, had strong views about unauthorised absence 

from school. Unfortunately, it was equally clear that they disagreed : 

(i) on the size of the problem, (ii) on its causes, and (iii) on the 

most effective response from schools and the support services. As a 

result of these differences in opinion, the author proposed a city- 

wide survey of all pupils who had missed over half of their education 

in the first half of the Autumn term. The proposed survey was to have 

two principal aims:

XXI



(a) to investigate the size of the problem in each age range, and

(b). to report on the reasons for absence as assessed by. education 

welfare-officers (e.w.o.s). This proposal was accepted. The resulting 
survey is summarised in Part II cf the present report.

This preliminary project raised a number of questions about 

the size, the nature and the management of the problem of persistent 

unauthorised absence from school. Following further discussions with 

senior officers of the I.e.a., and with teachers, broad agreement was 

reached on a long-term research programme with three phases. Phase one 

was to carry out further city-wide surveys in 1974* 1975 sn& 1976 in 
order to examine further the pattern of persistent poor attendance 

within schools and throughout the city as a- whole. Phase two was to 

consist of a detailed study of individual absentees and their families, 

in order to examine in some detail the social, educational and. 
psychological factors associated with absence. Phase three was to 

involve a detailed study of the I.e.a. fs response towards poor 

attenders.

Detailed work on phase one started in 1975 'aacicL on phase two 

in the summer of 1976. These projects are described in Parts III and 

IV of the present report. Planning of phase three started in 1978 and 

the field work was completed by the Autumn of 1979* Detailed reports 

on phase three are currently in preparation.

Aims and Scope of the Study

The detailed objectives of the study are described in the

text. At this stage it is necessary to mention only the fundamental

aim underlying the whole programme of the research. This was simply
to obtain information on the subject of persistent unauthorised absence

from school that would assist members of the I.e.a.fs support services,
XXII



the problem. It was hoped that this would subsequently be of value to 
them in planning appropriate forms of intervention. Hence, the 

underlying intention was to illuminate rather than to prescribe.

The decision to concentrate on persistent absence was a 

controversial one, particularly as the agreed criterion was attendance 

of less than 58 per cent in an Autumn term. Some teachers have said —  

quite reasonably — that their greatest problem is the occasional 

absentee, rather than the persistent one. On the other hand, it is 

persistent absentees who most obviously challenge the legitimacy of 

their school fs and of society fs authority. These are the pupils 

against whom — or against whose parents — the I.e.a..is most likely 

to feel obliged to take legal action. In view of the dearth of 

systematic information on any absentees, apart from the small minority 

described in clinical studies of truancy and school refusal, it seemed 

reasonable to concentrate resources where the problem was most extreme.

Structure of the Report

Part I of the report reviews the previous literature on 

school attendance and identifies the principal questions arising from 

it. The final chapter of Pari I summarises the principal gaps in the 

literature. This summary provides the detailed rationale for the 

decision to investigate persistent absence. Part II describes the 

pilot project mentioned above, consisting of a city—wide survey of 

persistent unauthorised absence, and identifies the questions arising 

from this project.

The three annual city—wide surveys described in Part III
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Successive chapters describe the prevalence, the categories of 

absence as assessed by e.w.o.s, and school and comimmity influences 

on persistent absentee rates. 3y their nature, however, these surveys 

were unable to provide information about the stresses at home, at 

school or in the community that were associated with absence in 

individual cases. Part IV reports the results of a study of persistent 

absentees and their families, which was designed to throw light on 

these questions. Interviews with parents, interviews with children, 

and delinquency and subsequent attendance are covered in successive 

chapters. These are followed by a review and reassessment of the 

popular distinction between truants and school refusers.

Part V of the report provides an:' overview of the results and 

identifies the principal questions outstanding. The final chapter 
discusses the implications for schools and the support services. This 

final section of the report also shows the logical progression from 

phases one and two of the original long-term research programme, 

(described in Parts III and IV of the present report), to phase three, 

which investigated the l.e.a.’s administrative and legal responses to 

poor attendance. The results obtained in phase three are not reported 

here, but further information may be obtained from the author.
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PART I

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

CHAPTER 1 THE PREVALENCE OF ABSENCE PROM SCHOOL 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Free and compulsory education came to England following the 

Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1876, though not always on 
a full-time basis. It was not until the Education Act of 1918 

that half-time schooling was finally abolished and all elementary 
education made entirely free until the end of the term after the 
child’s fourteenth birthday. Nevertheless, in most parts of the 
country education had already been compulsory since 1876.

Pallister (19^9) notes that attendance before compulsory education 
was generally poor. Urban schools suffered from an extremely high 

turn-over of pupils, many staying less than four months. Rural schools 
had lower turnover, but even worse attendance. Many reasons were 
given for poor attendance, but by far the most significant was the 
parents' low opinion of what education had to offer. Except at a very 
few schools, the children had no wish to attend, and were often kept 
at home for trifling reasons. More than 100 years before Reynolds and 
Murgatroyd (1977) rediscovered the schools as a factor in the generation 

of truancy, Pallister notes that "enthusiasm for education varied with 
the standards of the schools, good schools quickly obtaining the support 

of parents, and similarly bad schools, at least in the eyes of parents, 

quickly losing support"• Research could perhaps have made a more 
useful contribution in the field of school attendance had it pursued this 
early recognition of the school's influence instead of concentrating so
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much energy on the study of individual children.

Attendance at London Board schools improved from 65.8 per cent 

of those on roll in 1872 to 89 per cent in 1906. Attendance at 

voluntary schools was similar (Rubinstein, 1989)* Table 3.1 shows 

the percentage attendance in Sheffield up to 1900 at elementary schools 

recognised as efficient, and at efficient primary and special schools 

combined up to 1938 (Sheffield Education Committee, 1907; 1938).

Table 1.1

Attendance rates at efficient elementary schools in Sheffield from

Average number Percentage of
Year on register average attendance

1873 35,053 65

1880 50,319 68.5
1890 57,625 80
1900 66.957 82.5
1904 76,375 87.4
1910 76,162 88.2
1920 86,198 85.8

1930 77,584 90.1
1938 62,955 89.6

It is seen from these figures that attendance rates varied little

between 1904 and 1938 The only remarkable result was in 1920, when

the lower average attendance was associated with the social upheaval of

the first world war.



RESEARCH SINCE 1945

Evidence from Registers. Tyerman (1958) quoted surveys showing an 
average attendance in London of 88 per cent in 1949-50 compared with 

91 per cent in Birmingham in 1954 (London County Council, 1950;
Anon, 1955)* The Northern Ireland figure was similar to that in 
London. Schools in the Inner. London Education Authority averaged 

89 per cent in 1970 (Hill, 1971)* More recently the Department of 

Education and Science (1974) surveyed the attendance of all pupils 
in England and Wales aged twelve or over on one day in January. The 
results showed that 9*9 Per cent of pupils were absent, and schools 
knew of no legitimate reason for the absence of 22.7 per cent of the 
absentees. These unjustified absentees represented 2.2 per cent of 

the total on roll at the time. Unjustified absence amongst girls 
was only .1 per cent more than amongst boys, but more girls were thought 
to be absent for legitimate reasons. Absence was highest in the 
final year of compulsory education, with 14*1 per cent not attending. 
Unjustified absence was also highest in this age group; just under 
five per cent of the total on roll were not present without good reason.

In Central Scotland Mitchell (1972) found an overall attendance 

rate of less than 90 Per cent in only one of the seven secondary 
schools she studied. She found a consistent trend for absence rates 

to increase with age. As part of a wider longitudinal research 

programme the National Child Development Study followed up the 
attendance of eleven year olds born in one week of March 1958 
(Pogelman and Richardson, 1974)* Their results showed a fairly 
consistent association between attendance and social class. In the
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Registrar General’s classification (1970), 6.3 per cent and 5*7 per 

cent in social classes I and II had attendance rates of less than 

85 per cent compared with 11.5 per cent and 19*8 per cent in social 

classes IV and V. In comparison, the percentages attending for over 

95 per cent of the time were 66.2 per cent and 60.6 per cent in social 

classes I and II, and $ 0 . 6 per cent and 45*6 per cent in social classes 

IV and V. The association between attendance and social class is 

discussed further in Chapter 4»

In Aberdeen, the attendance records of all boys born over a 

four year period from 1951-54 were collected for two years in 1960-62 
(May, 1975)- This survey showed that 90.1 per cent had absence rates 

of less than 12.5 per cent. Of the remainder just over two per cent 

could not be classified, but only .9 per cent were absent for more than 
25 per cent of the time. Persistent absence was also investigated in 

Northern Ireland, in a survey which used some of the methodology of the 

Sheffield studies described in Parts II and III of the present report. 

Harbison and Caven (1977) reported that 7.8 per cent of the compulsory 

school age population missed over 25 per cent of possible attendances 

in the Spring term of 1977.

An average attendance rate of, say, 90 per cent, does not, of 

course, imply that only ten per cent of pupils were absent. The 

National Association of Chief Education Welfare Officers (1974) 

surveyed one week’s attendance in four counties and twelve county 

boroughs or cities. They reported an average attendance of 92.7 per 

cent, with little variation between the secondary and primary age ranges. 

More interesting, though, was their observation that over 22 per cent 

of pupils were absent at some stage in the week.



An exception to the general finding of attendance rates 
around 90 per cent is Wales, which has consistently had lower overall 
attendance rates. The N.C.D.S., for example showed Wales to have a 

higher proportion of pupils missing more than fifteen per cent of 
attendances than Scotland or any of the nine regions of England 
(Pogelman and Richardson, 1974). Similarly, Reynolds and Murgatroyd 

(1977) reported average attendance rates over seven years at nine 
small secondary modern schools ranging from 77 per cent to 89 per cent.

Changes Over Time. Some of the evidence described above is summarised 

in Table 1.2. The studies included in this table are those which 

provided overall average percentage attendance rates. For reasons 

discussed more fully below, this is a potentially misleading way to 
present the evidence. Further problems in interpreting the evidence 
in Table 1.2 are: (i) that the studies were carried out in different
parts of the country; (ii) that the time period in which the evidence 
was collected ranged from one day to a full year; (iii) that the school 
leaving age was raised in 1947 and again in 1974 9 "but the figures 
relate to the overall average for all pupils.

The point of the rather motley collection of evidence in this 
table is to show that there is little obvious evidence that attendance 
rates have altered substantially since before the first world war. The 

slightly higher rates in the studies by N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) and D.E.S. 

(1974) may simply reflect the fact that they were not confined to large 
industrial cities with associated social problems. While it could 
perhaps be considered encouraging that the evidence does not suggest 
any decline in overall attendance rates in spite of the fact that two 
extra years have been added to the period of compulsory education, it



is also worth pointing out that improved standards of child health 

since the early part of the century do not seem to be reflected in 

the results of attendance surveys. This point is discussed below.

Table 1.2 School Attendance Rates 1904-1974

Author and date 
of publication

Place Year in which sur­
vey was conducted

Average $ 
attendance

Sheffield Educ­
ation Committee(1907)

Sheffield 1904 87

Rubinstein(1969) London Board 
Schools

1906 89

Sheffield Educ- 
ation Committee

Sheffield 1920 86

Sheffield Educ­
ation Committee(1938)

Sheffield 1938 90

London County 
Council(1950)

London 1949 88

Anon(1955) Birmingham 1954 91

Hill(1971) Inner London
Education
Authority

1970 89

N.A.C.E.W.O.(1974) 4 counties and 
12 county bor­
oughs or 
cities

1973 93

D.E.S.
(1974) England and 

Wales
1974 90

Limitations of the Attendance Register. The N.A.C.E.W.O.study 

illustrates the difficulty in interpreting the results of attendance 
register searches. Should we speak of an attendance rate of nearly 

93 per cent, or an absence rate of more than 22 per cent? This point



was also made by an anonymous writer (Anon., 1973) who quoted 

attendance rates at two different schools in his authority. Each 
school had almost the same average attendance (88.4 per cent and
88.5 per cent), yet at the first 54 per cent of pupils had a recorded 
absence, while at the second only eleven per cent had any recorded 

absence. Baum (1979) has made the additional point that attendance 
varies according to the day of the week and the month of the year. 
Consequently, a figure based on a single day, or even a single month, 
may be grossly misleading as an index of average attendance throughout 
the year.

Moreover, as Anon. (1973) points out, attendance registers 
cannot account for pupils who absent themselves after registration.

A final, though rather obvious,point is that attendance registers are 
not intended to specify reasons for absences. If we wish to discover 
the prevalence of different reasons for absence, such as illness or 
truancy, we have to ask the children or their parents, or seek the 

opinion of professional groups such as teachers or education welfare 
officers.

REASONS FOR ABSENCE

Illness. Although attendance registers have consistently yielded 

overall attendance rates around 90 Per cent, Table 1.3 shows that 
there is surprisingly little agreement on how many of the absent 
children are ill. Bransby (1951) reported that 3.3 per cent of 
non-attendance was due to non-medical reasons. Similarly the Plowden 

Report (D.E.S. 1967) attributed 4 per cent of all absences to 
non-medical reasons. Shepheidet al (1971) thought that at least
80 per cent of absence at all age groups was due to illness in the
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Buckinghamshire children they studied. Mitchell (1972) reported 
teachers as thinking just over 'JO per cent of absences in Central 

Scotland were due solely to medical reasons. The D.E.S. (1974) 

reported that teachers regarded 22.7 per cent of all absentees as 

being absent with no legitimate reason. In the majority of cases the 

remainder were presumably ill, though other possibilities are discussed 

in Chapter 2. N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) quoted unpublished studies
suggesting that 75 per cent of absences are due to illness. Their 

own estimate was 40 per cent. This is consistent with Harbison and 

Caven's (1977) Northern Ireland study where 46.5 per cent of pupils 
who had missed over 25 per cent of possible attendances were thought 

by education welfare officers to have been physically ill. These 

figures for illness, however, are high compared with those of Reynolds 

and Murgatrojrd (1974) who considered 75 P e r  cent of absences to be 

unjustified.

Table 1.3 Number of Absences Attributed to Non-medical Reasons

Author and date 
of publication

^ absence attributed 
to non-medical and/or 
unjustified reasons

Informants

Bransby (195^) 3.3 Teachers

D.E.S. (1967) 
(Plowden Report)

4.0 ? Teachers

Shepherd et al (1971) 20 Teachers

Mitchell (1972) 30 Teachers

N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) 60 E.W.O.s

D.E.S. (1974) 22.7 Teachers

Reynolds and Murgatroyd
(1974)

75 Pupils

Harbison and Caven (1975) 46.5 E.W.O.s



Thus the estimates for non-medical reasons for absence range 

from 3.3 per cent to 75 Per cent. This variation does not seem to 
be attributable to different definitions of truancy, though not all 
studies have followed the same practice in including other legitimate 

reasons for absence, for example holidays, in the "non-medical1* 

category. An interesting point which is obvious from Table 1.3 is 
that teachers have a marked tendency to. attribute a smaller proportion 
of absences to non-medical reasons than e.s.w.s. It would be wrong 
to read too much into these results, since they are based on surveys 
of different age groups and in different parts of the United Kingdom. 

Moreover, the higher proportion reported by e.s.w.s could simply be 
an artifact caused by the fact that teachers only ask them to 
investigate cases of non-medical absence. To summarise the evidence:-
(i) it is possible that teachers take a more charitable view of the - 
reasons for absence than e.s.w.s; (ii) it is certain that there is 
little consistent evidence on the prevalence of justified absence, 
and research on the subject would be of considerable value.

School Refusal. School refusal is generally seen as one symptom of a 
neurotic disorder, characterised, inter alia, by reluctance to leave 
home. The question of definition is dealt with more fully in Chapter 3« 
No authoritative account has been traced of the prevalence of school 
refusal in the country as a whole. Rutter et al (1970) found no cases 
in their epidemiological study of ten-year-olds in the Isle of Wight.
At follow-up when the children were fourteen, however, Rutter et al (1976) 
noted fifteen cases of school refusal. Reports of prevalence among 

children attending child guidance clinics range from one per cent 
(Chazan, 1962) to eight per cent (Kalin and Nursten* 1962). These 

figures show that school refusal, as diagnosed by child guidance clinics, 

accounts regularly for a relatively small proportion of clinic attenders.



Unfortunately, they do not give any idea what proportion of all 

absentees show some or all of the symptoms associated with school 
refusal. This problem is not overcome by the N.A.C.E.W.O* survey 

(1974) which classified 1.2 per cent of all absentees as school 
refusers, but defined school refusal as: "only those cases identified
by the Officer of the Authority or receiving treatment by a competent 
agency such as Child Guidance, Psychologist, etc.". The same 

difficulty applies to the Northern Ireland study (Harbison and Caven, 1977) 
which rated 1.9 per cent of pupils missing over 25 per cent of possible 
attendances as "school phobics". It is at least possible that the 
medical aura surrounding the term led the education welfare officers 
who categorised the children to include in this category only those who 
were receiving or expecting to receive treatment.

In a study in Leeds (Pritchard 1974) education welfare officers 
asked the mothers of 55 absentees aged five to twelve on their current 
hard-core caseload to complete a questionnaire derived from Wolff*s (19^7) 
behavioural inventory. Pupils were allocated to three groups from the 
results: school phobics, truants and "others". Results showed that
40 per cent of the total were deemed school phobic and these pupils 
were the most likely to have legal proceedings taken against them.
These results are of considerable interest as they suggest that the 
prevalence of school refusal may be a great deal higher than is suggested 

by the prevalence among clinic attenders. Unfortunately, two factors 
make it difficult to draw firm conclusions: (a) the criteria for
differentiating the three groups are certainly different and perhaps 
less rigorous than those used in clinical practice, and (b) it is 

like^r that education welfare officers use their discretion in deciding 

which families to visit regularly (the criterion for inclusion in the 

study). It is possible that this could have created a bias which



might have influenced the results.

Tennant (19^9) also found characteristics of school refusal in 
his study of absentees on remand. With Pritchard’s work, this 
suggests for two reasons that diagnosis and eventual management may 
depend not so much on the pupil or his family, as on the profession
of the person to whom he is referred:

(1) legal action is seldom mentioned in the clinical literature as 
a management technique; hence, absentees referred to clinics may be 
less liable to prosecution;

(2) Pritchard (1974) found that e.s.w.s refer a much smaller number 
of their hard-core caseload to child guidance clinics than they refer 
for legal action.

Truancy. Truancy refers to absence without parental knowledge or 
consent (see Chapter 3). Estimates of the prevalence of truancy vary 

according to definition, but there is little information on prevalence 

when the term is used as in this report. Tyerman (1972) states that 
truancy occurs more often than school phobia. Only two pieces of 
evidence have been traced to support this assertion. The first is
from the Isle of Wight where Rutter et al (1970) found that 1.8 per cent
of ten-year-old boys were thought by their teachers to have truanted, 
but found no cases of school refusal. This is scarcely conclusive, 

for three reasons: (i) the initial sample only investigated ten-year-olds
and the follow-up did not report on truancy; (ii) the study was carried 

out in an area with remarkably few absentees; (iii) the criterion for 
"diagnosing" truancy was a teachers’ questionnaire (Rutter, 1967), 
while school refusal depended on more rigorous criteria following a 

psychiatric interview of known reliability (Rutter and Graham, 1968).



These objections do not apply to N.A.C.E.W.O.*s survey, where 
truancy was thought to account for 3#3 per cent of all absentees while 
school refusal accounted for only 1.2 per cent. Unfortunately, as we 
have seen, their definition of school refusal may have introduced an 
artificial bias into their results by implying that school refusers 
are likely to be receiving treatment from para-medical agencies.

We shall see in Chapter 5 that child psychological services appear 
to have devoted little interest to the treatment of truancy. In 
consequence, there seems to be no evidence on its prevalence from clinical 
research. Estimates must therefore be based on the opinions of parents, 

professional persons, or on the reports of pupils themselves.

Reporting on a random sample of over 6,000 school age children 
in Buckinghamshire, Shepherdet al (1971) reported parents and teachers 
as agreeing on the higher prevalence of truancy in older boys, though 

until adolescence the differences were not marked. According to teachers, 

only 49 pupils had truanted in the previous complete term; about two thirds 
of these were over twelve years old, with the highest numbers in the last 
two years of compulsory education. According to parents, 41 boys and 
31 girls had truanted more than three or four times a year, but only 
seventeen more than once or twice a month. The differences between 
teachers’ and parents* estimates could have been attributable to the 
different ways the questions regarding attendance were asked.

May (1974) found that six per cent of Aberdeen boys with poor 
attendance records were identified as truants by their teachers eighteen 
months later. These pupils represented an overall truancy rate of

2.5 per cent. In contrast, Pritchard (1974) reported that 34*5 Per cent 
of current hard-core cases of Leeds e.s.w.s fell into his truant category, 

though his selection criteria are questionable. It is not clear, for



example, how many unjustified absences had to he due to truancy for a 

pupil to he included in this category.

In their second follow-up at the age of eleven, the N.C.D.S. 
(Fogelman and Richardson, 1974) estimated truancy rates from teachers* 
returns on the Bristol Social Adjustment Guide (Stott, 1971)* Only 
1,2 per cent of their sample had truanted or heen suspected of truancy. 

Of these, nearly 75 Pe** cent were hoys.

At the sixteen-year-old follow-up, however, a somewhat different 
picture emerged (Fogelman, 1976)• On a teachers* questionnaire 
(Rutter, 1967) truancy applied f,somewhatl! to 12 per cent of pupils 
and "certainly** applied to eight per cent. On a similar questionnaire 
for parents, in contrast (Rutter et al, 1970), ten per cent were 
thought to have truanted occasionally, and only three per cent at least 

once a week. A possible reason for the higher truancy rates reported 
by teachers is that twelve per cent of parents admitted that they had 

"found it necessary to keep the study child off school in order to 
help at home". Teachers may have regarded this as truancy, even

though parents and pupils did not.

A further complication in the 1T.C.D.S. data is that 52 per cent 
of the pupils themselves replied "yes" to the question: "have you

stayed away from school at all this year when you should have heen 

there?". This surprisingly high rate of unjustified absence (not 

necessarily truancy) was not contradicted in another self-report 

study (Mawby, 197 /)• Eleven to fifteen-year-old pupils in two 
Sheffield secondary schools were asked the question: "have you ever,
in the last twelve months, deliberately not gone to school although 

you were well enough to do so and had no other good reason for not

going?". The results showed that 47*6 per cent of pupils (46.3 per
cent of boys and 49*5 Per cent of girls) admitted unjustified absence.
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Mawby referred to all these absences as truancy, though it is clear 

that he was using the term to include all unjustified absences, not 
simply those attributable to absence without parental knowledge or 
consent.

The branch of the I.e.a. responsible for investigating cases of 
poor attendance is the education social work service (in many areas 
known as the education welfare service). In view of this fact it is 
surprising that few studies have been traced which sought information 

about truancy from members of the service. As mentioned above,
N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) found that truancy accounted for only 3.3 per cent 
of absences, though in secondary schools the figure rose to five per 
cent. As in the N.C.D.S., truancy was only more common amongst boys 
in the secondary age group.

Another study was carried out in Northern Ireland (Harbison and 

Caven, 1977) where education welfare officers thought that twelve per 
cent of pupils unjustifiably missing more than 25 per cent of possible 
attendances had been absent without their parents* knowledge or consent. 
The term truancy was not used, but the definition was identical with 
the one used in the present report.

Other Reasons for Absence As we have seen, there is wide disagreement 
about the amount of justified absence, and the prevalence of truancy 
depends on the definition used. Although most studies agree in 
attributing a minority of unjustified absences to truancy, there has 
been surprisingly little research on other reasons for absence. Neither 

the sixteen year old follow-up of the N.C.D.S. (Fogelman, 1976) nor 
Mawby*s (1977) self-report study were able to follow up this question.

In Mitchell*s (1972) Central Scotland study, teachers thought seven



per cent of boy absentees and twelve per cent of girls were helping at 
home, while a further 24 per cent of boys and 21 per cent of girl 
absentees were thought to be absent for "trivial or unsatisfactory 
reasons". In Buckinghamshire Shepherd et al (1971) found that seven 
per cent of girls aged thirteen to fifteen had missed school because 
of the illness of a parent or other family member. Absences of this 
sort were less often reported for boys, and were much rarer amongst 

younger children of both sexes. Pritchard*s (1974) study in Leeds 
suggested that 25 per cent of e.s.w.^* hard core caseload were neither 
school phobic, nor truants, but absent for "other" reasons.

N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) reported family neglect as the main reason 
for 6.4 per cent of all absences. In Northern Ireland Harbison and 
Caven (1977) adapted the categories described in Parts II and III of 
the present report and found that over half their unjustified absentees 
were absent with the full knowledge and consent of their parents. A 
further 21 per cent were "absent in spite of parents’ knowledge and 
consent". Other categories accounted for smaller numbers. Just under 
two per cent were absent for 11 socio-medical" reasons, and 2.5 per cent 

were "otherwise excluded or suspended from school". Psychosomatic 

illness was thought to account for just 1.4 per cent.

Patterns of Absence Several studies have shown attendance to be higher 

at the beginning of the week than the end (Jackson, 1978; Sandon, 1938; 
Trigg, 1973). Jackson’s study was of interest in demonstrating, in 
the fourth year of a large comprehensive school, a cumulative tendency 
for attendance to deteriorate towards the end of the day, the week, 
the term and the school year. Except when afternoons were compared 
with mornings, the differences were statistically significant. Unlike 
Jackson, Sandon (19^1) found absence rates highest in January and 

February, though he did not take into account the possibility that



attendance at secondary schools is deflated by teachers at SDme schools 
not encouraging attendance in the last four weeks when public 
examinations have finished. Sandon*s suggestion that weather conditions 
may depress attendance was supported by Karweit (1973) who found that 
absenteeism increased on rainy days. No studies have been traced which 
investigate the possibility of a link between high absence rates and 

(i) certain subjects in the curriculum, and/or (ii) the lessons of 
certain teachers.

GAPS IN THE EXISTING LITERATURE

It seems fairly clear that overall attendance rates are 
remarkably constant at around 90 per cent. This is only slightly 
higher than the figures reported before the first world war. How these 
results are interpreted depdnds on one’s philosophy. An optimist 
could say they disprove the theory that attendance rates - along 
with the general fabric of society — are deteriorating. A pessimist 
could say that child health has improved enormously since the first 
quarter of the century, so there are grounds for considerable alarm 
that surveys do not demonstrate a similarly dramatic improvement in 
school attendance; if the attendance rate is still more or less the 
same, this must mean that far more pupils are illegally absent.

This problem is clearly reflected in the uncertainty about the 
proportion of absent pupils who have no justifiable explanation. In 
general the tendency has been for recent work to attribute unjustified 

absenteeism to a larger proportion of all absentees that the earlier 

surveys such as Bransby’s (1951)* The validity of the estimates is, 

however, open to doubt for at least two reasons:
1) personnel in child health and social work services (including 

educational welfare) are now more numerous and better trained than they 
were five years ago, let alone 25; this could conceivably mean that it
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is now more difficult for parents to attribute their childrenls absence 

to illness, without arousing suspicion;

2) more important, many of the estimates have been based on teachers’ 

statements, although teachers are not the l.e.a.’s officers responsible 

for investigating cases of absence; indeed at some schools there is a 

policy that teachers should not visit pupils’ homes.

A more serious gap in the literature is the absence of any 
satisfactory estimate on the prevalence of the symptoms associated with 

school refusal and, to a somewhat lesser extent, truancy. This is not, 
of course, quite the same as an estimate of the prevalence of school 
refusal or truancy.

The possibility that truants and school refusers represent poles 

on a continuum of reasons for absence is discussed in Chapter 3. If 

this is correct, it would seem more useful to describe the characteristics 

of a random sample of absentees than to attempt an estimate of the 

number of pupils in each diagnostic category. The difficulty in the 

latter possibility lies partly in establishing agreed criteria for 

inclusion in each category, and partly in coping with overlap between 

categories. These problems could be overcome in a study which simply 

sought to ascertain the prevalence of various symptoms which have 

consistently been reported in association with truancy or school refusal.

A related issue is the relative lack of information in the literature 
on the characteristics of the majority of absentees. It is agreed, on 
remarkably inadequate evidence, that truancy and school refusal account 
for a minority of unjustified absentees, yet apart from Mitchell’s (1977) 
study in Central Scotland and Harbison and Caven's (1977) in Northern 
Ireland, there is virtually no evidence on the prevalence of other reasons 
for absence. Here too there is a need for a descriptive study of a random 
sample of absentees which would investigate systematically other 
possible reasons for absence.
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CHAPTER 2 BACKGROUND ISSUES

LEGAL REQUIREMENTS

The 1944 Education Act. The legal requirements regarding school 

attendance are laid down in the 1944 Education Act and subsequent 
amendments. Parents are required by Section 36 to ensure that their 

children receive education "suitable to their age, ability and 

aptitude" between the ages of five and sixteen. In practice, most 

parents do this by registering their child at a, school maintained 

or aided by their local education authoritjr. The authority is 

empowered by Section 37 to make a School Attendance Order if they 

consider parents are not meeting their obligations; this requires the 

parents to register the child at a school named in the Order.

Once a child is registered at a school, it is his parents who 

have a responsibility under Section 39 to ensure that he or she attends 

regularly. This remains the case even if the "child" happens to be 

a six£een-year-old married daughter who has not yet reached the legal 

school leaving age. The Act acknowledges three principal reasons for 

absence: (i) "sickness or any unavoidable cause"; (ii) religious

observance, and (iii) the l.e.a.’s failure to provide suitable travel 

arrangements if the child lives more than three miles from school.

The I.e.a. is empowered to prosecute parents under Section 40 for

failing to meet this responsibility. The child majr not, strictly

speaking, be prosecuted in the Juvenile Court for non-attendance, but

under Section 1 of the 1969 Children and Young Persons Act non-attendance

is one of the grounds for "Care proceedings", although the Magistrates

must also satisfy themselves that the juvenile is in need of care or 
control before making any Order. The I.e.a. may bring him before the



juvenile oourt ior oare proceeamgs on its own initiative, out it may 

also be instructed to do so by the Magistrates when a parent is 
charged under Section 40.

X̂ sc of Legal Sanctions. In the past, l.e.a.s appear to have been 
reluctant to publicise their use of legal sanctions over school 
attendance. ^Tyerman (1958) reported that in one medium-sized 
Welsh town 405 children from 321 families were taken to court in a 

six year period from 1946-52. These children represented 1.4 per cent 
of the total on roll. One hundred and thirty seven of the children 
were identified by their attendance officers as truants, the rest 
presumably being withheld by their parents (see Chapter 2). Ninety 
of them were boys. In the whole of the United Kingdom in 19541 750 
children were brought to court for poor attendance (Anon., 1955)*

More recently,/ Tyerman (1968) reports 5,544 prosecutions in 1963-64 
for truancy or for withholding a child, representing .07 per cent of 
the total on roll. Berg et al (1977) states that 179 children were 
brought before the Juvenile Court in Leeds in the school year 1972—73, 

roughly 0.14 of the total on roll. *$In Sheffield, the l.e.a.’s records 
show that in the educational year 1976-77, 87 parents were prosecuted 
for their children’s poor attendance under the 1944 Education Act, and 
Care proceedings were taken in connection with 80 children in the 
Juvenile Court. Combined, these represented approximately .15 of all
pupils on roll. Earlier, Tennent (1970) found that .2 per cent of pupils
from ordinary schools in London were taken to court for poor attendance. 

The highest incidence was .7 per cent among fourteen year olds.

Areas of Uncertainty. Although the legal position is clear in principle, 
it is far from clear in practice. Some doctors refuse, as a matter of 
principle, to issue certificates saying that a child is medically unfit
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to attend school. The reasons appear to he a combination of 
reluctance to involve themselves in possible conflict between 
parents and the I.e.a., and lack of time to spend in distinguishing 
genuine illness from possible malingering. Without clear medical 
direction, the point at which a child becomes fit to return to school 
after an illness is a matter for some debate. In the not infrequent 
cases where there is disagreement, an officer of the I.e.a. needs to 
satisfy himself that the general practitioner has no objection on 
medical grounds to the child*s return to school.

Another grey area is exclusion or suspension from school.

Section 54 of the 1944 Education Act empowers a medical officer of 
the local authority to exclude a pupil "infested with vermin or in a 

foul condition". Barker (1944) notes that the proviso about "Sickness 
or any unavoidable cause!* in Section 39 "seems to open a door rather 
wide"; a child expelled from school would presumably be regarded as 

absent nwith leave" until his name was removed from the school register.

The situation is not, however, quite so simple. A child excluded 
from school for refusal to accept some aspect of the school*s rules 
or regulations is not legitimately absent unless the school has indicated 
a refusal to allow him to return. The point is that teachers are 
in loco parentis; hence, they are empowered, like parents, to make 

reasonable regulations for the safety and discipline of their pupils.

A pupil who refuses to abide by these regulations is 
considered to be acting unreasonably, and his parents may therefore 
be prosecuted under Section 40 for not ensuring his continued 
education. This became clear when a parent was sucessfully 
prosecuted for not causing his child to attend the school





at which he was registered, although the child had been excluded 
for refusal to wear the school’s uniform. When a head teacher 
indicates that the child will not he allowed to return, even if he 
and his parents agree to accept all the school’s rules, the 

resulting absence is considered to be legitimate, and the onus 
rests on the I.e.a. to offer some alternative form of education.
This is known in Sheffield as suspension.

Figures on pupils absent from school owing to exclusion or 
infestation are notorious by their absence. The annual reports 
of the Principal School Medical Officer (e.g. D.E.S., 1966) are silent 

on the matter. In Sheffield the Area Nurse, Child Health (1978) 

reported that 343 pupils (.32 of the total on roll) were excluded 
from Sheffield schools in 1977 on account of infestation, each 
exclusion officially lasting two or three days after which the child 
could in theory be regarded as absent illegally. Whether these 
figures are typical for the country as a whole is not known, though 
if they follow the trends for overall attendance, they may be lower 

in rural areas (Tyerman, 1972).

Understandably, l.e.a.’s have not been eager to publicise the 

numbef of exclusions. York et al (1972) reported that 32 children 
had been indefinitely suspended from Edinburgh schools in a two year 

period in 1976—79» "but did not give information on the much more 
frequent category of exclusion. Liverpool Education Committee (1974) 
reported 90 suspensions in six years from secondary schools, and 30 
in four years from primary schools. Again, they were silent on the 
subject of exclusion. It is not known what percentage of the total 
is represented by these figures.

Galloway (1979) reported that JO pupils (.07 of the total) from



Sheffield schools missed over three weeks1 education following 

exclusion or suspension in 1976-77*

EDUCATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE OF ABSENCE

Attendance and Attainment. It is often assumed that pupils who 

are persistently absent from school become educationally retarded 
because of their absence. The most common reasons for absence are 

discussed further in Chapters 3 and 4* At this stage, it is only 
necessary to note that an alternative explanation is that some pupils 
may absent themselves because of anxiety about their educational 
retardation. A number of studies have reported truants as being less 
successful on tests of attainments and general intelligence than 

non-truants (Tyerman, 1958; May, 1975; Carroll, 1977a). May’s 
study offers slight support for the view that the truants in his 
sample were performing badly at school before they started truanting, 
though the evidence is inconclusive, and it does not follow that the 
absence was caused by the educational retardation. Carroll supports 
May’s view, on the grounds that poor attenders were significantly more 

likely to be in a low stream than good attenders.

Longitudinal studies have helped to answer this "chicken and egg" 

question. Douglas and Ross (19^5) compared composite scores on 
intelligence, reading, vocabulary and mathematics tests with attendance . 
in the previous four years. In general they found a positive 
relationship between average scores and attendance, but this did not 

hold for their "upper middle class" group. With these children, an 
average of eight weeks’ absence per year was not associated with 
lower test scores than those obtained by the best attenders. Fogelman 

and Richardson (1974) found a similar overall association between 
attendance and attainment, but after taking account of social class



background,, the relationship only reached statistical significance 
for children whose fathers were in manual occupations. These 
results may be seen as evidence that children in more affluent homes 
have experiences at home that benefit their progress in school; 
working class children may have educational experiences at home, but 
these experiences are of less direct benefit at school. Another 

possibility is that children from more articulate, better educated 
families are under more pressure from home to "catch up" when they 
return to school.

More recently, Fogelman (1978) extended analysis of the National 
Child Development Study to the age of sixteen. He examined the 

relationship between school attendance, at the ages of seven and 
fifteen, and reading and mathematics test scores and school behaviour 
at the age of sixteen. He found the expected relationship between 
attendance and attainment, but observed that it could simply be due 
to associated social factors in the poor attenders* backgrounds. In 
fact, this was not the case; although the relationship between 
attendance and attainment was reduced after allowance for associated 
social factors, it remained statistically significant.

Of more interest to the present discussion, however, was the 
lack of a significant relationship between attendance at age seven and 
attainment or behaviour at age sixteen, after allowing for attendance 
at fifteen. In other words, poor attenders at the age of seven were 
not educationally retarded at the age of sixteen, compared with their 
peers, provided they were attending regularly at fifteen. On the 
other hand, continued poor attendance at the age of fifteen was 

related to poor attainment. This tends to suggest: (i) that 
absentees who miss a considerable amount of schooling at an early age 
can catch up through subsequent regular attendance, and hence (ii) that



the poor attainments of the continued absentees may be causally 
related to their absence. Nevertheless, more information about 
possible differences between the two groups, for instance the incidence 
of prolonged stress at home, is needed before firm conclusions may 
be drawn.

Conflicting Explanatory Models. It is worth making the point that 
Section 40 of the 1944 Education Act and Section 1 of the 1969 

Children and Young Persons Act empower l.e.a.!s to take action through 

the courts in connection with illegal absenteeism, but do not oblige 
them to do so. Although the fact of illegal absence is not generally 
in dispute, the appropriate reaction from society must depend on one*s 
explanatory model.

As we shall see in the next chapter, psychiatrists and, to a 
somewhat lesser degree, psychologists have tended to regard absence as 
a symptom of disturbance in the child or his family. The disturbance 
may result from temperamental vulnerability, or from disturbed family 

relationships. Under this model, the child and/or his family should 

be offered treatment for the presenting symptom or its underlying 

causes. Legal action would be seen as a last resort when offers of 
help had been refused.

On the other hand, absenteeism may be viewed from a sociological 

perspective. Here the emphasis is not on the individual child or 

family, but rather on the individual*s reaction to the conflicting 

expectations he experiences from society or at school. Thus 
Gu.tfreund (1975) considers the alienation of some pupils from the 
competitive ethos of schools to be a cause of truancy. At a more 

concrete level, work described in Chapter 4 has started to identify



the social and administrative variables within secondary schools 
which seem to be associated with differential attendance rates.

Like the psychiatric model, an emphasis on the attitudes and 
objectives of school in treating the problem of absence, implies 
a critical attitude towards the use of legal procedures to enforce 

attendance. If the cause lies within the school's own attitudes 

or organisation, it is illogical to enforce attendance without 
tackling the problem at source. A different view is that although 
a minority of absentees may require psychiatric treatment, the 
majority of cases reflect an indifferent or irresponsible attitude 
towards education, in which case legal sanctions may be appropriate. 
This view is widely held by teachers, and is shared by many 
psychiatrists and psychologists. In the next chapter it is argued 
that it has little supporting evidence, though this does not, of 
course, necessarily invalidate it.



CHAPTER 3 DESCRIPTIVE CATEGORIES 

INTRODUCTION
Psychiatric assessment of poor school attenders tends to • 

differentiate between truants, school refusers or school phobics, and 

pupils who are withheld by their parents (Hersov, 1977)* Before 

describing the conditions differentiated in this way and assessing 

the validity of the distinction, we must be clear about terminology.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

Truancy and School Refusal There appears to be no legal definition of 
truancy. The 1944 Education Act makes no reference to the term. The 
Little Oxford dictionary defines a truant as: "a child who absents 
himself from school without leave”. This is not as clear as it 

appears: does permission rest with the teachers or the parents? Since 
responsibility for attendance rests with parents, one may legitimately 

conclude that a child who is absent with their leave is not, strictly 
speaking, truanting. Work was reviewed in Chapter 1 which suggests 

that the majority of illegal absentees are absent with their parents' 
knowledge.

Unfortunately, the term truancy has been used in different ways 

by different writers. Consequently, conclusions about one group of 
"truants" do not necessarily apply to another. Reynolds and Murgatroyd 

(1977) use truancy to describe overall attendance rates, irrespective 

of reason. Less sweepingly, May (1975) distinguishes poor attenders 
who are truants from those who are not on the basis of teachers* 
statements. More specifically still, Tyerman (1968) reserves the term 
for children who are unlawfully absent on their own initiative without



their parents* permission. This last definition is the one used 

throughout this report when referring to truancy. It is generally 

regarded as only one aspect-of-a more extensive pattern of delinquent 

or anti-social behaviour.

Defining school phobia or school refusal is even more difficult 

than defining truancy. While truancy generally involves absence from 

school or home during school hours, school refusal is seen as a major 

manifestation of a neurotic disorder charaterised by reluctance to 

leave home. Problems arise because different authors prefer different 

terms. Psychoanalysts tend to prefer school phobia, since this 
reflects the classical psychoanalytic belief that phobias arise by 
externalising frightening internal conflicts, and projecting them on 
to a neutral object such as school, which is then avoided. Davidson 
(i960) and Chazan (1962) refer to school phobia, while Hersov (1960a 
and 1960b) prefers school refusal. Evans (1966) uses "school avoidance" 
but also refers to school phobia. Cooper (1966) confusingly uses the 
term school refusal to include both truancy and school phobia.

Different writers conceptualise the condition in different ways, 

and do not always agree about its sharp distinction from truancy.

The term school refusal is used throughout this repost, except when 

referring explicitly to the work of a writer who prefers school 

phobia or some other term. The reason for preferring school 

refusal is simply that school phobia is misleading since the condition 

does not always involve a straight-forward phobia of school (and the 

psychoanalytic view of phobias is not widely accepted).

Withholding by Parents Parents may withhold their children from 

school unlawfully for many reasons. Horn (1977) cites employement on



the local farms as the prime cause of poor attendance in Oxfordshire 

in the 1890’s. The School Board could - and did - exercise its powers 

to take parents to court, hut had some reluctance to prosecute the 
children's employers; some of its own members were the worst offenders 

More prosaic reasons for withholding a child are lack of suitable 
clothing, needing the child to help look after a younger sibling, 

or needing the child to do the.shopping when the parent is ill.

Statements that a child is "withheld" distinguish him from a 
school refuser in not ascribing any quasi-medical condition to the 

child himself or to his family. There is also an implication that the 

parent is withholding the child; much of the literature on school 

refusal implies that the child is refusing to attend, in spite of his 
parents’ attempts to persuade him.

TRUANCY

Characteristics of the Children and their Families l^erman (1958) 

compared 23 persistent truants selected by education welfare officers 
with controls selected from two child guidance centres in the same 

areas. There were, in fact, 40 children in Tyerman’s original sample, 
but the remainder were either only occasionally truanting, or were at 

home with their parents’ knowledge. The children were matched for age 

sex and township. He found that the truants were significantly more 
likely than the controls: (i) to have parents who exerted control

prinipally by corporal punishment; (id) to live in unclean and over­

crowded homes with more than three children in the family; (iii)ifobe 

inadequately clothed; (iy)to lack a strong emotional tie with a 

responsible adult of good standards; (v.) to have fathers who were



unskilled workers and both parents taking little interest in their 
welfare; (vi)to be withheld from school unlawfully on occasion; 

(vii‘)tc experience a faulty parent-child relationship. Looking at 
factors within the child he found that truants tended to have few 
friends, to be of below average intelligence, and to be retarded 

educationally. The last observation was consistent with Burt’s 

earlier suggestion (1925) that truants tend to be backward. It is 

worth noting, however, that it is not legitimate to draw any causal 

connection between truancy and the characteristics noted by Tyerman. 

What he does seem to be showing is that truancy is associated with 

multiple deprivation in the Welsh town under study.

The average age in I^yerman’s full sample of 40 children was 
eleven. This is consistent with later studies (Hersov, 1960a;
Cooper, 1966b). It does not seem from these studies that family 
position is particularly significant, nor that there are any 
particularly frequent precipitating factors.

Tyerman’s study has been widely quoted, so it is worth looking 

at its limitations. His emphasis on child and family variables at 
the expense of precipitating factors within the school has led to 

some severe criticism. Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977)» for example, 

complain that he "seems to feel justified in scapegoating parents and 
exonerating teachers, perhaps because this is convenient to a model 

of truanting which sees the parents as the cause of the problem".

This, perhaps, is criticism of I^yerman for not doing something 

which he never set out to do though it is certainly true that he does 

not pay similar attention to school and community influences. More 

serious is the problem facing any study which compares a clinic 
population with an arbitrarily selected non-clinic population. The



problem is that we do not know how far social, family and attitudinal 

characteristics influence referral. It may be that referral agencies 

consciously select children who do not have the characteristics of 

Tyerman’s persistent truants, on the reasonable grounds that they 

are thought unlikely to keep clinic appointments.
This problem is to some extent overcome in Hersov’s (1961a) 

comparison between a group of 50 truants, 50 school refusers and 50 
child psychiatric departments’ out-patients, since both groups of 
poor attenders had also been referred to the same department.
Hersov’s study sought to test the hypothesis that persistent absentees 

are split between the two principal diagnostic categories commonly 
used in child psychiatry (Rutter, 19^5); (i) those whose behaviour 
is one facet of a "neurotic" disorder involving emotional disturbance 
or withdrawn introverted behaviour and (id) those whose attitude and 

behaviour indicate a "conduct".disorder involving agressi-ve and/or 

anti-social behaviour.

The truants in Hersov’s study did show many of the problems . 

associated with "conduct disorder". Over three quarters had appeared 

before the Juvenile Court (a point dealt with in more detail in 
Chapter 4 when dealing with the connection between absence and 

delinquency). Between a third and a half had a history of enuresis, 

tension habits, "aggressive manifestations", persistent lying and 
wandering from home. Turning to factors in the child’s environment, 
Hersov confirmed Tyerman’s observations regarding inconsistent home 

discipline, but also noted a high incidence of absence of ume or 

both parents in the first five years of life, and of fathers 
subsequently. Like Tyerman, he found his truants tended to have poor 

social adjustment, a poor standard of work, and to have a low average 
I.Q. Cooper (1966b), however, found that truants were working up to





standard for their intelligence, though their I.Q. tended to he lower 

than that of their peers.

School Influences Recent research on the school’s influence on 

overall attendance levels is dealt with in Chapter 4* We are here 
concerned with causal or precipitating factors in the relationship 

between schools and the small proportion of absentees who fit our 
definition of truants,

Tyerman (1958) reported that nine of his 23 persistent truants 
stated fear of a teacher as the reason for their truancy. Other 
common fears were bullying or caning, Tyerman seems to discount these 

fears on the grounds that truants’ excuses should probably not be 

accepted at face value. This conclusion was criticised by Reynolds 

and Murgatroyd (1977) "but Hersov (1961a) devotes a similarly small 
amount of attention to school factors.

Cooper (1966b) found schools noticeably less sympathetic to 
truants than to school refusers. Truants were regarded as offenders. 

They were somewhat more likely than "normal” controls from the same 
class to have experienced frequent changes of school. Only 12g- per 
cent were in classes considered to be run on informal lines.

The lack of systematic attempts to examiiE causal or precipitating 

factors in the school represents a notable gap in the literature on 

truancy. This has not, however, prevented discussion of the subject. 

In an early article, Dayton (1928) opposed the current eugenicist 
lobby by arguing that mental deficiency is seldom a cause of truancy. 

He considered school factors a great deal more important. Claiming 

that truants usually dislike their teachers, he argued that this could





■be "due to (their) vindictive attitude towards past offences”. Large 

classes geared to the needs of the normal child, academic difficulties 

resulting from improper grading, and detention after school were all 

given as possible explanations.

More recently Jones (1974) goes further than Dayton in attributing 

responsibility for truancy to schools: ”it seems not so much that 

school means nothing to them, but that they sense in school a lack of 

respect and sympathy for them". Jones also acknowledges the possible 

influence of powerful sub-cultures within the school which require 
truancy as a token of non—conformity with the "enemy". This would seem 

to be inconsistent with Tyerman’s and Hersov’s picture of the truant 

as a somewhat socially isolated child, but is in agreement with the 
notion of "secondary deviance" in the school setting, put forward by 

Hargreaves et al (1975)* This point is considered further in 

Chapter 4*

SCHOOL REFUSAL

The Children and their Families As indicated earlier, school refusal 

is regarded in the psychiatric literature as the main symptom in a 

neurotic disorder, usually indicative of disturbed family relationships. 

Following Broadwin’s (1932) description of two school refusing children 

with obsessional fears about harm befalling their mother, the aetiology, 
current symptomology and treatment of school refusal have attracted 

extensive discussion.

In a detailed review Hersov (1977) considers that school refusal 
should not be regarded as "a true clinical entity with a uniform 
aetiology, psychopathology, course, prognosis and treatment, but rather 

a collection of symptoms or a syndrome occurring against the background 

of a variety of psychiatric disorders". Later in the same article,





Hersov states that the clinician has to decide what causes the school 

refusal, and cites as possibilities separation anxiety, a phobic 
manifestation, an aspect of depressive illness, a psychotic disorder 
or a personality disorder. The problem can occur at any age, though 

acute onset is more often seen in younger children (Hersov, 1977)*

There is a tendency for the children to be the oldest or youngest in 

the family or an only child (Ghazan, 1962). Common precipitating 

factors are a change of school or class, death or disturbance in the 

family, and illness (Hersov, 1977)*
While there is broad consensus in the psychiatric literature on 

the overall clinical picture, there is considerable disagreement on 

points of detail. Johnson et al (1941) were the first authors to use 

the school phobia label for Broadwin’s (1932) ’'exceptional” cases of 

truancy. They described a mixture of hysterical, phobic and obsessional 
symptoms, and related these to an unusually dependent mother-child 

relationship. Subsequent attention to this relationship led to an 

emphasis on separation or anxiety as a frequent characteristic of 

school refusal (Estes et al, 1956; Eisenberg, 1958; Waldfogel et al, 1957)* 
Separation anxiety is not, however, a necessary condition for a diagnosis 
of school refusal. In his study of 50 school refusers referred to a 

hospital child psychiatry department, Hersov (1960a; 1960b) found fear 

of separation from home reported in only seventeen cases, and Berg (1970) 

found differences in dependency on parents between adolescents who did 
not show acute onset and those who did.

There has been similar disagreement on the significance of 

depressive reactions in school refusal. Davidson (i960) found signs of 
depression in 23 out of 30 cases, but in the same year in the same city 

Hersov (1960a) reported it in only ten out of 50 cases. This inconsistency 

may simply reflect differences in diagnostic practice. Davidson’s children





were withdrawn and imahle to take part in social activities^ it is not 

clear that they would have "been regarded as depressed if the criterion 

for diagnosis had been inability to experience pleasure or to accept 
the possibility of recovery and successful return to schools 

(Gittleman-KLein and Klein, 1971) •
Other traits reported in many of the children are eating problems, 

sleep disturbance, tension habits such as nail-biting, aggression 

towards other members of the family (Hersov, 1960a), emotional 
immaturity and dependency, timidity and nervousness (Chazan, 1962), 
fastidiousness, and anxiety to respond to authority (Cooper, 1966b).
In addition, a "somatic disguisd' is said to be characteristic of school 

refusers (Eisenberg, 1958)* The child is ill, but no organic cause is 

evident; the overt physical symptom reflects a covert refusal to attend 
school, or simply to leave home.

Family relationships in cases of school refusal have attracted 
attention, especially from writers ; with a psychoanalytic orientation. 

Developing the early suggestions of a faulty mother-child relationship 

(Broadwin, 1932; Johnson et al, 1941)> Davidson (i960) and Kahn and 
Hursten (1968) claimed that the mothers gave their children conflicting 
messages; at first it seemed they were trying to send their children to 

school, but gradually it became clear that they were themselves 
maintaining the problem.

Hersov (1960b) attempted a more detailed analysis, and identified 
three main groups of relationship: ( i) "an over-indulgent mother and 

inadequate, passive father, dominated at home by a wilful, stubborn 

and demanding child who is often timid and inhibited in social situations 
away from home;” (ij) "a severe, controlling and demanding mother who 

manages her children without much assistance from her passive husband; 

the child is most often timid and fearful away from home, and passive 

and obedient at home, but may become stubborn and rebellious at puberty";



(c) "a firm, controlling father who plays a large part in home

management and an over-indulgent mother closely hound to and dominated 

hy a wilful, stubborn and demanding child, who is alert, friendly and 
outgoing away from home”.

Intellectual and educational assessment has generally shown a 

majority of school refusers to be of high average intelligence or 

above when compared with other clinic populations (Hersov, 1960a;
Chazan, 1962; Cooper, 1966b), This conclusion has, however, been 

questioned in America by Hampe et al (1973) on the grounds that school 
refusers themselves constitute a clinic - and hence biased - population. 

Different studies have yielded conflicting results on the educational 
status of school refusers. Chazan (1962) reported that more than, half 
the children in his study were experiencing great difficulty with their 
school work. In contrast, only eight per cent of Hersov*s (1960a) 

school refusers showed a poor standard of school work, and both 

Cooper (1966b) and Leventhal and Sibbs (1964) obtained similar results.

School Influences Studies of the school’s possible influence in the 

development of school refusal are conspicuous mainly for their absence. 

Carroll (1977b) accepts the prevailing view in the psychiatric 

literature that school refusal should be included amongst medical 

reasons for absence. One result of this has been to focus attention on 

psychopathology in the child and his family at the expense of causal 
or precipitating factors within the school. Likely reasons for the 

dearth of research on school influences are:

the small number of children diagnosed as school refusers with

the associated wide scatter of schools;
(2) the professional training and bias of the psychiatrists and

psychologists who make the diagnosis, which may incline them to



emphasise child rather than school variables.

In one of the few studies of possible school influences, Cooper 

(1966b) found that neither size of school nor streaming policy within 
the school could reliably be said to differentiate school refusers from 

truants. On the other hand, the percentage of unstreamed classes was 

higher than the overall percentage in the area under study. A quarter 
of the sample children were on the register of classes considered to be 

run on informal lines, and a similar proportion attended schools which 

administered corporal punishment. As indicated above, teachers were a 
great deal more sympathetic towards the school refusers than towards 

the truants. On the other hand, only 60 per cent of heads were willing 
to consider changing a child*s . class or allowing him not to attend certain 

lessons. It is not known how often a change was actually arranged, nor 

whether it helped.

Chazan (1962) reported that 22 out of 33 school phobics stated 
difficulties at school as possible precipitating factors. The most 

common of these were dislike of punishment or being shouted at in 
class, and fear of other children. The latter is, of course, consistent 

with the observation noted above of difficulty in social re Tafcionships 
with other children. Eight children attending grammar schools showed 

anxiety associated with failure to adjust to new demands; four of these 

came from homes with no grammar school tradition and felt a sense of 

social inferiority.
The forms of treatment in common use with truants and school 

refusers are reviewed in Chapter as are the characteristics known 
to be associated with good or poor outcomes.

OTHER CATEGORIES OF ABSENCE

Extended Illness Although illness is one of the legitimate reasons 

for absence from school, it is often impossible to state with confidence

36.



whether a child’s absence is attributable to illness. The point at 

which a slight cold turns into an upper respiratory tract infection 

requiring treatment is one which few doctors would be happy to define 

with confidence. This is reflected not only in the general concern in 
the medical profession about over-prescription, but also in doctors’ 

refusal in some areas to issue medical certificates to children as 
proof of justified absence. Similarly, a recuperating child’s fitness 

to attend school may depend on such indeterminate factors as the 
weather, the length of journey, whether he has to wait at the bus stop 

or can be taken to school by car, how warmly clothed he is, whether 
his school will make provision for him to remain inside at play—time 
and so on.

An even more difficult point to quantify is the effect of a 

child’s attitude towards school - or towards separation from home — on 

his physical health. The "somatic disguise” in school -refusal has 

already been mentioned. Yet for every diagnosed school refuser presenting 

in this way, it is likely that there are many children whose absence 

with minor complaints is prolonged by limited emotional resilience or 

by experience of stressful circumstances at home or at school.

JFhientalI-Jitjiolding As stated earlier, psychiatric diagnosis distinguishes 

between truancy, school refusal and parental withholding. The last is 

used for all cases of poor attendance which do not fit the clinician’s 

model. Two points should be made about it:

1) In practice this assessment seems to be used extremely seldom.

This may indicate a high level of diagnostic reliability amongst referral 

agencies; alternatively, it may indicate a bias on the part of 

psychiatrists or psychologists against an assessment likely to result in 
punitive action against the child’s parents; a related possibility is -



that "diagnosis” of parental withholding implicitly negates the 

professional’s role in treatment; there is no assumption of abnormal 

psychopathology either in the child or his parents.
2) The term parental withholding is an over-simplification. Children 

may remain at home with their parents’ knowledge and consent for many 

different reasons. They may be kept at home to help look after younger 

siblings or a sick parent; they may be expected to help their parents 

with the housework or the shopping; they may remain at home because 

their parents have simply given up trying to persuade them to attend 

school.

Yet even these reasons over-simplify the position. In a 
longitudinal study of children’s development Moore (1966) found that 
80 per cent of ordinary children experienced difficulties at some stage 
in adjusting to their infants’ school. The most frequent problem was 
over-dependence, with associated reluctance to go to school. In most 

cases, this is presumably dealt with satisfactorily by a mixture of 
firmness and sympathy. A physically or mentally sick parentj however, 

may lack the resources to cope with what is essentially a quite normal 

problem. "When this happens, prolonged absence may result. To refer to 

this simply as parental withholding would be misleading, yet neither 

is it clear that the label of school refusal would be appropriate.

QUESTION'S ARISING EROM THE EXISTING CATEGORISATION

School Influences There has recently been a good deal of interest in 

school variables associated with poor attendance. This work is 

reviewed in Chapter 4* concentrates on the correlates of poor 
attendance in general, and does not focus on truancy, as defined here, 

in particular. Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) argue that more attention 

should be paid to school' influences, maintaining that the emphasis on 

child and family variables in the literature on school refusal and



truancy reflects a theoretical model which regards the source of 

problem behaviour as lying within the individual and/or his family.

It is probably true that the traditional child guidance team 

of educational psychologist, child psychiatrist and social worker was 

concerned primarily with individual differences and family structure.

The more recent emphasis amongst educational psychologists on the sociology 

and social psychology of schools (Gillham, 1978) has not as yet made much 
impact in the literature on poor attenders. Consequently, there is a 

need for a study which: (f) explores the possibility of causal or

precipitating factors at school, and (ij.) seeks to relate these to other 

factors in the child, his family and his community.

The "Clinical” Nature of School Refusal As stated earlier, school 

refusal is generally seen as a quasi—medical problem. In some cases, 
for example when the "somatic disguise” is suspected, medical oversight 

is undoubtedly necessary. Whether it is legitimate to select one 

numerically small group of absentees for psychiatric treatment seems 
much more doubtful. As we have seen, Moore’s (1966) study showed that 
80 per cent of ordinary children had difficulties in adjusting to 
infants* school. It is possible that only those with the most severe 

disturbance are eventually referred to psychologists as possible school 

refusers. Another possiblity, though, is that some teachers and 

education social workers differ not only in their success in managing 

the problem themselves, but also in their willingness to refer to 

psychologists or psychiatrists.
A more fundamental objection to the medical aura surrounding 

school refusal is that it has unjustifiably concentrated specialist 

resources on a small, and perhaps arbitrarily selected group of absentees. 

Before accepting that this is an appropriate use of resources, more 

information is needed about the management of other, numerically larger
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groups of absentees.

Validity of Distinction between Truancy and School Refusal Although 

the bulk of the psychiatric literature makes a clear distinction 
between truancy and school refusal, its validity has been questioned 

(Tyerman, 1968). The argument is not about the existence of. poor 

attenders who have the characteristics described in the literature. 

Disagreement centres on the question whether these are discrete 

diagnostic categories, or merely opposite poles on the same continuum.

The distinction is of more than academic importance. As we shall see 

in Chapter school refusal seems to have a good prognosis, whatever 
treatment is used. In contrast, there is little evidence on the prognosis 

for truancy.

If the outlook for professional intervention in cases of school 

refusal is good, l.e.aj’s may reasonably ask how widely they should 

extend their selection criteria. Is it, for example, impossible for 

a child whose parents deposit him at school on their way to work — 
leaving the house locked — to be a school refuser? He may show all the 

"neurotic”symptoms associated with school refusal, yet he is not at home; 
moreover, he is absent without his parents’ consent and probably without 
their knowledge.

A similar problem can be seen in the assessment of absentees 

living in areas with a high incidence of delinquency and other indices 

of social malaise. The implications of a court conviction differ from 

area to area, indicating gross non-conformity to prevailing norms in 

one district and relative conformity in another. Viewed in this light 
the distinction between truancy and school refusal loses some of its 

clarity. Moreover, it is insufficient to say the distinction remains 
valid, but that some children in each category have "mixed disorder”



indicating a combination of neurotic disorder and conduct disorder.

If the overlap is great enough, the distinction itself is suspect.

Referral Biases and Sampling Difficulties The effects of possible 

differences in referral policy have already been mentioned. The fact 

that almost all absentees referred to psychiatrists are regarded as 

truants or school refusers could simply be an artifact of diagnostic 

policy. A more important, point, however, is that virtually all the 
clinical literature on both truants and school refusers is drawn from 
samples that may be biased by referral practices. With the exception 

of some rather limited information from longitudinal studies, reviewed 

in Chapter 1, information is derived from pupils who have been 
selected for advice or treatment from a psychologist or psychiatrist.

A study is therefore needed which: (d) investigates the needs and

characteristics of a total sample of absentees in a stated area, and 

(ji) compares absentees who have been referred for specialist advice 
with the majority who have not.



CHAPTER 4. SCHOOL, HOME AND COMMUNITY INFLUENCES - A Sociological 
Perspective

INTRODUCTION

The psychological and psychiatric literature on the family 

characteristics of truants and school refusers was reviewed in 

Chapter 3• We are concerned here with sociological characteristics 

in the environment of poor attenders, hoth at home and in the 

immediate neighbourhood. We are also concerned with evidence that 

the school as an institution may exert influence on overall attendance 

levels, and with the factors within schools which mediate this 

influence •

The chapter will take a global view, making no attempt to 
distinguish between different descriptive categories of absentees. This 

is partly because the sociological study of poor attenders has not yet 

reached the stage where differentiation is possible. More important, 

though, is the view that a basic problem in the psychological 

literature is its emphasis on categorising children according to 

presenting symptoms; an alternative approach is to describe the 

sociological processes and conditions, in or out of school, which 
are associated with behaviour frowned upon by authority,

HOME AND COMMUNITY INFLUENCES

Social Class Correlates A number of studies have reported an 

association between attendance and social class. As we have already 

seen, Fogelman and Ross (19^5) showed that pupils who were often 
absent for their first two years at school, but attended regularly 

thereafter, tended to catch up in their educational attainments, 

unless their parents came from social classes IV or V, The N.C.D.S.



showed that only six per cent of pupils missing more than fifteen 

per cent of attendances came from social class I, compared with 

twenty per cent from social class V. With absence rates of less 

than five per cent this tendency was reversed (Fogelman and 

Richardson, 1974)•
In Central Scotland, Mitchell (1972) found that poor attenders 

tended to come from families where the father was an unskilled or 

semi-skilled worker. The same tendency was evident in Aberdeen 

(May, 1975) where it was even more marked in the case of absentees 

regarded by their teachers as truants. Earlier Mitchell and Shepherd 

(1967) showed that girls who liked school "very much” were 
significantly more likely to have fathers in non-manual types of 

employment, though this did not apply to girls who disliked school 

or liked it only "as much as most children". In contrast, boys who 

disliked school were significantly more likely to come from non- 

manual homes.

Family Background and Environment Several studies have reported 
absentees as more likely to come from disadvantaged home backgrounds. 

Using evidence from the N.C.D.S., Tibbenham (1977) showed that over­

crowding in all social class groupings was more common in the

families of absentees, supporting May’s (197 5) earlier evidence that

38 per cent of truants (defined by teachers) lived in families with 
five or more children, compared with 26 per cent of non—truant 

absentees. In the same study May also showed that truants were more 

likely to be illegitimate, and that their fathers were more likely to 

be unemployed. Mitchell (1972) too found family size to be largest in 

the case of pupils absent entirely for non-medical reasons.

Two points emerge from the rather scanty literature on the back—



grounds of absentees: (i) although absentees are more likely to come

from disadvantaged backgrounds, only a minority of children from such 

backgrounds become absentees. Wedge and Prosser (19T3) for example, 
showed that only one child in 50 from socially disadvantaged families 
missed more than three months schooling. The second point is that the 

reported correlations between absenteeism and disadvantage do not 

imply a causal connection. Whether or not any particular child is • 

absent from school probably depends not on his family size nor his. 

family’s income, but on other factors within his home, school or 

community.

Association with Delinquency As early as 1925 Burt was claiming an 

association between delinquency and truancy. Tennent (1971 a) in fact 

lists twenty studies of juvenile or adult offenders which reported 

at least twenty per cent of the sample as having a history of truancy. 
As Carroll (1977k)) and Tennent (1971 a) rightly point out, though, the 

fact that many delinquents have a . history of truancy does not 

necessarily imply that a similar proportion of truants will have a 
history of delinquency.

There is some evidence that truants are a high-risk group for 

delinquency. Tyerman (195^) reported that school welfare officers 
identified 144 pupils appearing in court for non-attendance between 
1946—52 as truants. Of these, 44 per cent had criminal records by 

the end of 1953. Hersov (l9^0a) noted that 74 P©r cent of his truant 
sample had appeared in court, compared with two per cent of his school 

refusers. May (1975) found that his truants were more likely to have 

criminal records than absentees not regarded as truants by their 

teachers. Both groups were more likely to have appeared in court than 

good attenders. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that less than half



the truants had appeared in court. Similar results were obtained by 

Ferguson (1952), who concluded that absentees were nearly twice as 
likely as good attenders to appear in Glasgow courts. In cases 

where absenteeism was due to truancy, nearly 40 Per cent of the 

sample had a criminal record.
The picture to emerge from both clinic and epidemiological studies 

is of a consistent association both between truancy and delinquency, 

and between absenteeism and delinquency. There is a tendency for 

the association to be more marked when truancy is defined strictly, 

as in the present report. Nevertheless, it is equally clear that 

truancy is neither a necessary nor a sufficient cause of delinquency.

As both May and Tennent emphasise, there is a need for further 

studies which "go beyond .showing a correlation between truancy and 

delinquency and aim to explore the determinants of this relationship*" 

(Tennent, 1971a).

THE SCHOOL’S INFLUENCE

A Different Explanatory Model The last ten years have seen a growing 
trend for research to explore the school’s possible influence on the 

levels of attendance and delinquency. There are both practical and 
theoretical reasons for this trend.

The practical reasons need little explanation. Hamblin (1977) 
notes succinctly: "we might well as teachers concentrate on what is

modifiable, namely the interaction of teachers and pupils;.... although 

it would be interesting to trace the origins of the attitudes which seem 

to be linked with truancy, one can question if this is the most urgent 

task". A second practical reason for investigating school influences 

is the failure of child guidance and psychological services to make 

any real impact on the problem of poor attendance. This is discussed 
further in the next chapter. Here we need only note that although
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treatment of primary age school refusers has a good prognosis, there 

is scant evidence that the remaining 95-98 Per cent of absentees 
have been - or can be helped by treatment from agencies outside the 

school.

At a more theoretical level, Werthman- (19^3) argued that 
discipline in schools depends on pupils and teachers accepting that 

the teacher’s authority is legitimate a priori. Some pupils reject 

this premise, only accepting the teacher’s authority if the teacher 

conforms to their own "rules" of behaviour. Teachers whose authority 

is not accepted as legitimate regard the pupils concerned as deviant.
This theme was developed by Cicourel and Kitsuse (1968) who 

argued that the social and educational typing of pupils by teachers 

and school counsellors can launch a pupil on a school career of 

delinquency or failure. Lemert (19^7) gave the term "secondary 

deviance" to describe this process. Initial or primary deviance 

elicits a social reaction, or labelling which in turn creates further 

problems for the individuals concerned, with the result that they 

identify with each other and create further problems for their 

teachers-, thus establishing a vicious circle of labelling and deviance.

This process has been described in the English secondary school 

setting. Hargreaves (19^7) argued that two opposing sub-cultures 
within a secondary school resulted from the school’s streaming system. 

The teachers at the school would presumably have argued the reverse 

case — that the existence of an anti-school sub-culture necessitated 

streaming for the benefit of the brighter, more co-operative children — 
but this view overlooked the fact that low—stream boys in the first 

two years were not on the whole united in their opposition to the 

school’s value system. This opposition arose from the recognition 

that they had been "written off" as examination prospects. Hargreaves



commented laconically: "if the examination is the carrot by which we

entice the horse to run, we should not be surprised if the horse 

stands still when we take the carrot away". More recently,

Hargreaves et al (1975) have described in greater detail the social 

interaction between pupils and teachers which results in certain 

children being labelled as difficult, and consequently forming them­

selves into a deviant, anti—social sub-group.

If these arguments can help to explain the development of deviant 

behaviour at school, it seems logical that they may also explain many 
instances of absence from school. At first sight the increase in 

unjustified absence rates in the last two years of seoondary education 
seems to support the argument. It is possible, though, that community 

factors may be more influential for older pupils, and that these may 
account for increased absence rates.

Evidence for School Influences Only one study has been traced which 

specifically investigated attendance rates in schools drawing pupils 

from apparently similar areas. Reynolds (1977) compared attendance 

rates over seven years at nine secondary modern schools in a Welsh 

mining valley and found marked and consistent differences between 

the schools. The average attendance over the seven years ranged from 

77 cent to 89 per cent. Similar differences were found in 

delinquency rates and in educational attainments; schools with high 

attendance tended to have fewer delinquents and better examination 
results. Analysis of demographic variables in the schools’ catchment 

areas failed to produce any satisfactory explanation for the differences 
indicating that they were more likely to reflect differences in the 

effects of the schools’ organisation than in the pupils they admitted.

Further incidental evidence comes from studies of delinquency



among pupils from different schools. Both May (1975) and Finlayson 

and Loughran (1976) reported that truancy was high at "high delinquency" 

schools. In view of the consistent association between absenteeism 

and delinquency it is reasonable to assume that studies which 

demonstrate the influence of schools on delinquency rates may be 

regarded as evidence for a similar potential influence on absence 

rates.

The earliest statistical evidence that schools exert an influence 

on whether or not their pupils become delinquent came from Tower 

Hamlets (Power et al, 19^7;1972; Phillipson, 1971)• Power’s 

conclusions were criticised on methodological grounds by Baldwin (1972) 

and other studies have suggested that high delinquency schools tend 

to admit more pupils who might reasonably be regarded as at risk on 

the basis of evidence from, their home district (Farrington, 1972;

West and Farrington, 1973). On the other hand, a longitudinal study 

in South London has shown that a pupil’s secondary school may have a 

marked influence on his psychiatric and social adjustment (Rutter,

1977? 1978* Rutter et al, 1979)* This last study is not only the 

most recent but also the most detailed. The authors followed the 

progress of pupils into twelve secondary schools in inner London.

After controlling for intake, they found that the schools differed in 

attendance rates, behaviour in school, delinquency outside school and 

examination results. Earlier work had shown that differences in the 

incidence of psychiatric disorder between London and the Isle of Wight 

were attributable to school as well as family conditions (Rutter et al, 

1975; Rutter and Quinton, 1977)* This is consistent with Cannon’s (1970) 

observation that not only the amount but the type of delinquency seemed 

to vary from school to school in similar areas, and with other 

evidence in London that referral rates to child guidance and juvenile



delinquency rates vary independently of the effects of neighbourhood

(Gath et al, 1972; 1977).

School Policy and Pupil Perceptions Although many of the individual 
studies can he criticised on methodological grounds, they have come 

to similar conclusions (Mortimore, 1977)* Accepting, then, that 
certain aspects of school are capable of influencing pupils’ attendance 

or behaviour, for better or. for worse, the next question to consider 

is the variables which mediate this influence.

Initial research concentrated on structural variables such as 

the age of the school and class size. The results were disappointing. 

Both the Coleman report in America (Coleman, 1966) and much of the 
Plowden report in England (D.E.S., 19^7) were pessimistic about the 

school’s capacity to influence its pupils’ progress or their social 

adjustment. How well a child read and whether he showed signs of 

maladjustment was thought to depend a great deal on his constitution, 

his family and his neighbourhood, but only to a very small extent on 
his school.

More recent studies which have investigated pupils’ perceptions 

of school and social relationships in school have proved more fruitful. 

In Ireland Eaton and Houghton (1974) found persistent absenteeism to 

be linked more with adolescents’ belief that school failed to meet 

their emotional needs than with any attitudes towards homes. A study 

of pupils’ perceptions in high and low delinquency schools in the north 

of England suggested that the poor relationships associated with high 

delinquency levels were between teachers and their classes, rather 

than between teachers and individual pupils. This perhaps suggests 

that setting up elaborate pastoral care systems to counsel difficult 

pupils will be ineffective since the problem lies in defensive,



authoritarian behaviour of teachers with their classes rather than 

with individuals.
Conflicting evidence on absentees’ perceptions of school has been 

obtained with the School Climate Index (Finlayson, 19T0). Kavanagh 

and Carroll (1977) found that poor attenders derived less emotional 
satisfaction from the school environment than good attenders; they 

tended to consider their teachers less concerned for them as 

individuals, and to be less democratic in their management of pupils. 

Jackson (1978)? however, obtained results suggesting the reverse; his 

poor attenders tended to have a better perception of school than 

good attenders.
It is possible that Jackson’s apparently anomalous results were 

due to the fact that he carried out his study in a large comprehensive 

school where many pupils were placed under a good deal of academic 
pressure. The good attenders tended to be in the "academic" bands, 

and to come from highly motivated homes. The poor attenders tended 

to come from a less affluent part of the catchment area with less 

parental motivation. They tended to be in a lower band inhere there 

was less overt academic pressure. If this is a valid explanation 

for Jackson’s findings it appears to contradict Hargreaves’ (19^7) 

idea that opposition to school was associated with lack of opportunity 

to take exams. Nevertheless, it does give some indication of the 

complexity of the variables within schools which may affect both 
attendance and attitudes.

Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) reported the results of demographic 

and participant observation studies in their nine secondary modern 
schools. Although they found a mild trend for the smaller schools to 

have better attendance rates, a regression analysis showed it was "the 

rules operated by the school which tend to determine the extent of



its absence rates” rather than the age or adequacy of buildings, its 
class size, teacher turnover or the number of pupils on roll. More 

specifically, the successful schools tended to have prefect systems, 

to enforce uniform for younger pupils, and to have low rates of 

corporal punishment.
Reynolds (1976) suggested that attendance and behaviour deteriorate 

when pupils and teaohers refuse a truce. If pupils feel that teachers 

unnecessarily enforce inflexible rules they themselves become 

inflexible in their resistance to these rules.

Schools1 strategies for dealing with truants have attracted 

attention (Murgatroyd, 1974? Lewis and Murgatroyd, 1976; Murgatroyd, 

1977)* Both teachers and pupils tend to see responsibility for 

truancy as a disciplinary matter, rather than as an aspect of pastoral 

care. Although the three counsellors in one school saw themselves in 

a caring role, pupils saw two of their main responsibilities as 

checking attendance registers and reporting truants to the education 
welfare officer.

Carrying the analysis a stage further, Reynolds and Murgatroyd 

(1977) noted marked differences in management policy between schools 
with a truancy problem and schools where truancy occurred 

infrequently. The former dealt with truancy at ’’middle management” 

level of year tutors or heads of houses; only two out of 29 schools 
held class teachers responsible for dealing with truancy. In 

contrast, two thirds of the schools without a self-defined truancy 

problem made these teachers responsible for dealing with truants.

It is possible, of course, that the appointments of middle 

management staff is the result of a truancy problem which may or may 

not be associated with comprehensive reorganisation. On the other 

hand, the authors found that the form tut or* s role had actually
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possibility that the growth in middle management might have caused 
an increase in absence in some schools.

As noted above, the most recent study is that of Rutter et al (1979) 
Having established the existence of school differences, they analysed the 
characteristics of the schools concerned. This study has been reviewed 
widely and favourably, but rather uncritically. The authors are much 
more cautious than many reviewers in their statements about the schools* 
influence on their pupils* adjustment and educational attainments. 
Nevertheless, in presenting their evidence for school influences on 
delinquency and attendance levels they are not altogether successful 
i^kistinguishing intake variables from variables within the schools.
This said, their xvork is undeniably important in shoving that in the 
most successful schools there was a strong emphasis on academic progress 
and attainments, a prompt, start to lessons, and generally low frequency 
of disciplinary actions but high rate of recognition for positive 
achievement, well cared-for buildings, and a feeling by pupils that 
they could approach teachers with a personal problem. Structural 
variables, for example size of school, and organisational variables, 
for example whether pastoral care was organised on a house or year 
system, seemed relatively unimportant.

CONCLUSIONS

The literature shows a consistent trend for absentees to come 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. The association between absenteeism 
and delinquency is similarly consistent. Although the evidence is 
not yet conclusive, there is good reason for believing that the school 
environment has an influence on attendance levels, and that this 
influence is mediated by social rather than structural variables.

Unfortunately, much of the debate has been conducted within a 
somewhat narrow theoretical model. Whereas the psychological and 
psychiatric literature has tended to underestimate or even ignore 
the school’s contribution, some of the sociological literature seems 
to imply that psychological factors within the individual child or 
his family are similarly unimportant. Neither view is correct.



Rutter (1978) puts the argument in perspective: "Single chronic

stresses are surprisingly unimportant if the stresses really are 
isolated. The damage comes from multiple stress and disadvantage, 

with different adversities interacting and potentiating each otherfs 
influence.”.

Information on the characteristics of schools which succeed in 

protecting their pupils from delinquency and in encouraging high 

attendance levels is still remarkably incomplete. Similarly, we 

still know little about the factors associated with disadvantage 

which contribute to unjustified absence. Both areas require further 

investigation.



CHAPTER 5 MANAGEMENT OF ABSENCE FROM SCHOOL

CLINICAL TREATMENTS 

INTRODUCTION

The term "clinical treatment" does not necessarily imply that 
the treatment was carried out within the confines of a clinic or 
hospital, nor that the treatment is carried out by psychiatrists or 
psychologists. The term is used in a broader sense to include approaches 

in which the primary treatment method has its origin in the theory and 
practice of applied psychology or psychiatry. Hence, case-work carried 
out at the client’s home by a social worker would be included in this 
approach, since it has its origins in psychotherapeutic theory, even 
though social work is regarded as a discipline in its own right.
Similarly, a behaviour therapy programme carried out by a teacher would 

be included.

School Refusal. The treatment of school refusal has attracted extensive 
attention. Many different approaches have been described, but until 
the development of behaviour therapy their, conceptual underpinning 
generally came from psychotherapeutic practice (Hersov, 1977). This 
was consistent with theories of aetiology which emphasised psychopathology 

in the family, or less frequently, the child*

Initially, the principal aim of treatment was improvement in the 
relationship between mother and child (Johnson et al, 1941; Kahn and 
Nursten, 1962), but other work has placed a higher priority on the 

family relationships in general, rather than the mother-child relationship 

in particular (Hersov, 1960b; Eisenberg, 195&; Bowlby, 1973)• These studies



also recognised the possible influence of the father’s attitudes or 

personality. Thiswas reviewed by Skynner (1974) who argued in favour 
of conjoint family therapy in which the therapy sessions aim to loosen 
the over-close tie between mother and child by involving the rest of 

the family.
Although the majority of studies advocate out-patient treatment, 

hospital admission is a recognised possibility. Of Hersov’s (1960b)
50 cases, 22 were admitted as in-patients. Treatment was more 
intensive than with the out-patients. It consisted of three psycho­
therapy sessions per week, dealing with anxieties about family and 
school. Play therapy was used with younger children, and interpretative 
face-to-face discussion with older children and adolescents. Berg et al 
(1970) stressed the importance of a therapeutic community with a generous 
staff-patient ratio in an adolescent in-patient unit. They also noted 
that although 50 per cent of patients showed obvious difficulties in 
accepting a temporary stay at the unit, these cleared up in all cases.

The timing of return to school has been the subject of controversy. 
Davidson (i960) argued that premature pressure would result in panic or 
even attempted suicide, though firmness was appropriate at the right 

moment. A very similar: view was taken by Greenbaum (1974) in criticising 

advocates of early return (Klein, 19455 Rodriguez et al, 1959) • In 
general, the argument against early return is that it reduces the 
chances of resolving the hypothesised underlying 'conflicts which lie at 
the root of the problem. The arguments in favour of early return are that 
prolonged absence results in educational retardation, loss of friend­
ship (though most studies have reported school refusers as socially 
isolated anyway), and the emotional gains from being at home.

There is associated controversy about the relevance of school 
factors. As mentioned in Chapter 2, several studies have mentioned the 

possibility of pressures at school precipitating school refusal (Hersov,



1960b; Chazan, 1962; Klein, 1945)? though greater emphasis is generally 

laid on family relationships. Bowlby (1973) regarded complaints about 

school as a mere rationalisation, but was sharply criticised by Hersov, 

(1977) who maintained that: "complaints by children and parents about

any aspect of tie school situation should be taken seriously and 

investigated as carefully as possible before discarding them as

important factors in aetiology and treatment ....  It seems

reasonable to explore in depth the child’s own perception of the school 

situation if one is to fully understand the reasons for non-attendance

If overt pressure for return to school is exerted in the course 

of psychotherapeutic treatment, it is reasonable to ask whether success, 

as judged by subsequent attendance, is mediated by this pressure or by 

the psychotherapy. Eysenck and Rachman (19̂ 5) point out that methods 

of gradual return have much in common with behaviour therapy treatment, 

even if the aim is to bring into the open anxieties or conflicts that can 

later be resolved in clinical interviews (Talbot, 1957) * Chazan (1962) 

notes the possible usefulness of change of school, in combination with 

other forms of treatment such as psychotherapy, play therapy or remedial 

teaching.

Treatments derived from behavioural analysis and therapy have increased 

in popularity in the last fifteen years. Typically, treatment is based on 

a thorough analysis of the presenting problem, though this does not 

necessarily imply a direct attack on the symptom itself (Galloway, 1977; 

Galloway and Goodwin, 1979)* In consequence, there is a tendency to give 

more attention to school factors, but it is considered important to 

distinguish between fear of school and fear of leaving home, since quite 

different treatment plans are required (Eysenck and Rachman, 1965;

Ross, 1972). Blagg (I977)t however, argued that the initial interview 

should always be held at the child's school.

Coolidge et al (1957) discriminated between two types of school



phobia. In Type I, the phobia was a neurotic crisis, seen as a 
conditioned response to the separation involved in school attendance. 
Type II, in contrast, was seen as a chronic "way of life phobia", in 
which the school phobia was merely one of several maladaptive responses 
which had developed over time, associated with serious emotional 
problems in at least one parent. Type I has proved a great deal 

easier to treat. Kennedy (19^5) insisted on immediate return to school, 
followed by an interview with parents and support from clinic staff. 
Parents were told to be firm, not to discuss school attendance with the 
child, and to compliment him when he stayed in school.

The outcome for school refusal is good, whatever treatment is used. 
Most studies have reported success rates of well over two thirds 

(Davidson, I96O; Hersov, 1960b; Coolidge et al, 19^4; Clyne, 1966), 
though Kennedy's (1965) 100 per cent success rate with Type I school 
phobics is exceptional. It seems, however, that the prognosis is better 
with younger children. Berg’s (1970) follow up of adolescents who had 
left an in-patient unit reported 4̂  per cent as "undoubted failures", 
and Rodriguez et al (1959) found that the prognosis for pupils aged more 
than eleven was much less favourable than for younger children.

Two retrospective studies have investigated the prevalence of 
school refusal in adult psychiatric patients. Berg et al (1974) asked 
agoraphobic women about their school attendance and found a history of 
school phobia was associated with early onset of agoraphobia, though 
only in a small proportion of cases. Similarly, Tyrer and Tyrer (1974) 
found a history of school refusal in more adult psychiatric patients 
than controls, but concluded that most school refusers will become 

normal adults.

Truancy and Other Reasons for Absence Compared with the extensive
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literature on the treatment of school refusal, there appears to he an 
astonishing dearth of work on other forms of absence. Pupils withheld 
by their parents may be assumed not to require psychological help 

(albeit on no solid evidence), but this does not explain the apparent 
lack of interest in the treatment or management of truancy.

Brooks (1974) described the use of contingency contracts with 
truants. The school counsellor drew up a written contract between 
pupil, parent and school in which attendance was reinforced by previously 
agreed rewards. Brooks reported improvement, but his cases seem to have 
been fairly straightforward as it was not thought necessary for the 
contract to require active*.intervention from the school, for example 
helping the child to overcome his sense of educational failure by 
teaching him to read.

Only two studies have been traced which focused on poor attenders 

without distinguishing them from truants. Morgan (1975) compared three 
behaviour modification procedures with elementary (primary) school 
children. He found a combination of material rewards and social 
reinforcement from peers the most effective procedures, but his follow- 

up period was unfortunately very short. Hoback (1976) placed more 
responsibility on the school, emphasising the need to create an 

environment and curriculum which pupils and parents see as relevant to 
their needs.

Counselling procedures have been used both by teachers and outside 
personnel. A number of small-scale studies with truants have reported 
encouraging results, though again the follow-up periods were short 

(Law, 1973; Sassi, 1973; Cain, 1974; Beaumont, 1976; Tumelty, 1976).
In a much more extensive programme of action research, Rose and 

Marshall (1974) reported improvement in attendance and reduction in 
delinquency when counsellors or social workers were introduced into schools.



Questions Arising from the Clinical Literature The good prognosis for 

school refusal suggests that clinic-based services may help children 
return to school provided: (a) they and their parents are able and
willing to keep appointments; (b) they are of primary school age;
(c) the school refusal is not secondary to a large number of social 
problems. Unfortunately, few studies have taken the possibility of 
spontaneous remission into account, though Kennedy (197*0 accepted that 
his 100 per cent success rate with Type I school phobics (1965) was 
helped by good family backgrounds which made the chances of successful 

return high irrespective of treatment.
Poor prognosis may in fact be one of the main reasons for the 

relative lack of studies on truancy. Three points may be noted:
(1) while school refusal is generally seen by psychiatrists as the main 
expression of a neurotic disorder, truancy tends to be regarded as just 

one aspect of a more wide-ranging conduct disorder; (2) conduct 
disorders have a worse prognosis, both for treatment and for spontaneous 

remission (Levitt, 1963; Robins, 1966); (3) truants and their families
have a higher incidence of social problems than school refusers who are 

referred for treatment; these may make them less likely to co-operate 
with clinic-based services.

The first of these possibilities deserves further discussion. While 
there is a detailed theoretical literature on school refusal, the same 
is not true of truancy or other forms of absenteeism. Clinicians are in 
general agreement about the neurotic nature of school refusal, though 
they have differed on points of detail, for example the relative 
significance of depression, separation anxiety and avoidance conditioning 
(Davidson, i960; Chazan, 1962; Ross, 1972). The point is that the 
literature offers a number of conceptual frameworks within which to 
base treatment programmes. The same is not true of truancy, still less 

of parent-condoned absence.

Yule (1977) reviewed studies which suggest that approaches drawn
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from behaviour therapy or modification have been successful with a 
variety of behaviour problems both in the school and the home. As with 
behavioural treatments of school refusal, the common conceptual 
underpinning of these studies is a behavioural analysis which describes 
how the child and other people, adults or children, interact with each 
other in creating or maintaining the presenting problem. This approach 
is suitable for the study of and treatment of a problem in which the 

evidence suggests a highly complex',interaction between precipitating 
variables in the family, the neighbourhood, the child himself and the 

school.
Seen in this way, clinic treatments may have an important role in 

the treatment of some truants, but are unlikely to be effective unless 
combined with other approaches which tackle the problem in its social 
context. In view of the complexity of reasons for illegal absence, it 
is highly doubtful whether any single approach, such as individual 
psychotherapy or a behaviour therapy technique, is ever justified.
Clinical treatments, whether carried out by an untrained teacher- 
counsellor, a psychotherapist or a behaviour therapist, can nevertheless 
form part of an overall programme based on a thorough initial assessment 

(Galloway, 1977)-
A further point is that the centralised child guidance clinic team 

of psychologist, psychiatrist and social worker has come under attack 

(Tizard, 1973; Loxley, 1974-)* on ihe grounds that it is expensive, ineffective 
and too remote from school. It is being replaced in some areas by a more 
loosely knit network of services as proposed by the Court Committee on 
Child Health Services (D.H.S.S., 1976).

COMMUNITY AND SCHOOL EASED APPROACHES TO MANAGEMENT
Social Work Teams The generally favourable results of an action-research 
project which introduced counsellors and social workers into school have
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already "been mentioned (Rose and Marshall, 1974)* Social work in the 
school nevertheless remains a controversial topic, with a multitude of 
opportunities for accidental or intentional misunderstanding on each 

side (Saltmarsh, 1973; Fitzherbert, 1977a-)*
In principle, the education social work service (still known in 

many areas as the education welfare service) is well placed to provide 
an advisory service to schools as well as a social work service to 
absentees and their families. The e.s.w. service is the branch of the 
I.e.a. responsible for investigating cases of poor attendance, and when 
appropriate applying the formal sanctions described in Chapter 1. In 
practice, the service is still the Cinderella of the social services 

(Fitzherbert, 1977b) in spite of the recommendation of the D.E.S. 
sponsored Ralphs Report (Local Government Training Board, 1972) which 
concluded that its members should have social-work training. Although 

some l.e.a.’s, amongst them Sheffield, are making notable attempts to 
recruit trained staff and to extend the role of the service, in many 
areas its members are unfortunately still seen as “school bobbies”, 
with responsibilities limited to school attendance in its narrowest 
sense. This makes it difficult for e.s.w.!s in these areas to work as 
equals with teachers in drawing up programmes for absentees1 return to 
school, since such programmes must tackle the complex-'interaction between 
educational, social and emotional factors that is so .often seen.

An encouraging model vhich is gaining favour in a number of l.e.a.’s 
is for the support services of school health, educational psychology 
and e.s.w.’s to base themselves in secondary school catchment areas.
As the service responsible for cases of poor attendance, e.s.w.’s 
co-operate with teachers in preliminary investigations. Ideally, these 

include a home visit, generally from the e.s.w., and an interview with 
the child about possible difficulties at school. Sometimes study of the 

attendance register shows a consistent pattern of absences, for example
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from certain subjects, or at the start of the week. When a pupil 
has frequent absences due to minor illnesses, advice is sought from 
the school’s visiting doctor, who may involve the educational 

psychologist or child psychiatrist if he thinks the illnesses may be 
symptomatic of other problems. Other children may be referred directly 
to the visiting psychologist, or discussed informally with him at a 
weekly staff meeting on pupils’ welfare.

Liverpool I.e.a. extended this approach. Each area had a social 
education team headed by an ”education guidance officer” whose job was 
to co-ordinate the efforts of all the available educational, social 
work and medical agencies to help both child and school (Brandon, 1974)* 
Although the teams were based in the education department, it was 
hoped that they would be able to draw on the skills of other personnel, 

and thus prevent overlap in service provision. It is not clear how 
far this was in fact possible, and Brandon’s account placed the 
emphasis somewhat heavily on the child’s and family’s problems rather 

than on contributory factors in school. Nevertheless, the social 
education team constitutes an interesting attempt to extend and 
co-ordinate the available resources for dealing with truancy and related 

problems.

Management Within the Ordinary School Brook’s (1974) use of contingency 
contracts has already been mentioned. A rather different approach was 

advocated by Boyson (1974)* He appeared to be confused as to whether 
responsibility for truancy lay with slack teachers, neglectful parents 
or subversive administrators, but described his own approach as ’’regular 
if not eternal vigilance". Teachers at his school made frequent spot 
checks for hidden truancy, with immediate phone calls, to parents - at 
work if necessary - whenever any unexplained absence was discovered.
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Whether this is seen as coercive or caring may depend on one’s 
point of view. The same may he said of the role of the school 

counsellor, teachers responsible for pastoral care, and special units 
for problem pupils. Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) have argued that 
the appointment of counsellors exaggerates the influence of individual 
staff and underestimates the capacity of the school's internal 
organisation in generating its own problems.

Special units are nevertheless a growth area in British education. 

Many of them cater inter alia for truants or school refusers.
Teachers' opinions about basing these units in ordinary schools are 

divided. Some believe their primary focus should be on therapy, others 

on deterrence; while some emphasise the need to protect the conforming 
majority from undesirable influences (Lodge, 1977) others stress the 
therapeutic and rehabilitative function, and encourage social workers, 
psychologists and psychiatrists to participate in the overall planning 
and more immediate recommendations for individual children (Jones,

1973; 1974)- Some head teachers, however, oppose the introduction of any 
form of unit for absentees or disruptive pupils. Three reasons are 
commonly put forward: (1) the existence of such a unit ’’normalises”
deviant behaviour in the eyes of pupils, and thus reduces the potential 
influences of group pressure from the conforming majority; (2) it is 
as unsound educationally to separate problem pupils from their peers as 

to cream off the academic elite into grammar schools; (3) the units 
reduce the commitment of class teachers and subject teachers to handle 
problems themselves, with consequent reluctance to co-operate in a 
pupil's return from the unit.

A growing number of head teachers appear to think these obstacles 

can be overcome. Following the early reports (Boxall, 1973; Jones, 1973, 

1974; Labon, 1973) over 200 schools have established special groups 
(Berger and Mitchell, 1978). How many of these cater for truants as well
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as disruptive pupils is not known, nor is there yet any reliable body 

of information about their methods or their results.

Special Units Outside Ordinary Schools. Parallelling the development 

of special units in ordinary schools has been a similar development in 
which units have been established to take nhard-corefl cases from a 

number of different schools. Some of these cater primarily for 
delinquent or disruptive adolescents, but generally find that many of 

their clients have had school attendance problems. Others cater 
primarily for truants. No consensus has yet emerged regarding 
responsibility for these centres. Some are set up by the local 
education department and are run exclusively by teachers; others are 
set up by social work departments, with teachers seconded from the 
education department. In Scotland, provision of day units for truants 
has been encouraged by the Pack Report, in preference to residential 

provision (Scottish Education Department, 1977)*

An inquiry bjr M I  (D.E.S. 1979) showed that 72 per cent of $6 

l.e.a.s surveyed had established special uhits by 1976. Just over 
three quarters of the 239 units reported to M I  served more than one 

school. In fact, the results of this survey may have underestimated 
the number of units based in and serving individual secondary schools. 

There was possible ambiguity in the accompanying notes which stated that 

the survey was 11 not intended to include provision made by schools to 
deal with day-to-day disciplinary matters, such as sanctuaries or 
1sin-bins1, but only units which have been formally established to 
deal with the more serious behavioural problems." The possible ambiguity 

lay in the facts (i) that many l.e.a.s have helped schools to establish 

a sanctuary or similar special unit, for example by providing the school 
with an additional teaching post above the existing establishment; and 
(ii) that many sanctions, whether supported by the I.e.a. or not, exist 

to cater for pupils who might otherwise have to be considered for
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e x c lu s io n  o r  s u s p e n s io n .

HMI were critical of the quality of some of the buildings provided 

for units, and, to a lesser extent, of inadequate accommodation for 

practical subjects. Some of the units appeared to receive insufficient 

funds, both for capital and for day—'to—day expenditure. There was 
some evidence that pupils attended the units more regularly 

than they had attended their previous schools, but no comparative 
figures were available, nor was there any break-down of the attendance 

of pupils selected to attend a court on account of truancy compared with 
pupils selected on account of disruptive behaviour. The percentage of 
pupils returning to their ordinary schools was reported as "difficult to 
calculate", but units catering for the secondary range contained a high 
proportion of disaffected 14-16 year olds for whom return was unlikely. 

Although the range of academic subjects offered in the units visited was 
wide, the number offered in individual units was inevitably small.

Rowan (1976) has noted that children are always accepted for outside 
units on the understanding that they remain on the register of their 
ordinary school, to which it is hoped they will eventually return.
Although they share the common aim of providing an effective alternative 
to orthodox schooling, they vary widely in their methods. The Islington 
Centre in London caters for truants referred by local secondary schools 

(Grunsell, 1978). Their relatively unstructured approach tolerates a 

wide range of disturbed behaviour within an accepting framework 
reminiscent of some of the pioneer workers for maladjusted children.

The Hammersmith Teenage Project (N.A.C.R.O., 1978) also caters for 
truants, though truancy is secondary to a history of delinquency as a 

criterion for admission. This project breaks new ground in the treatment 
of truants (and offenders) in England by employing as staff people who 
have themselves been in trouble as adolescents. Having similar back-?’ 
grounds and problems to the project's youngsters, it is hoped that
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these workers would provide more acceptable identification figures and 
thus offer a model of successful emergence from an incipient criminal 
career.

The majority of special units and centres catering for truants 
appear to operate on relatively unstructured lines. Descriptive 
accounts are not hard to find, but evaluative studies are almost non­
existent. One consistent trend from the small available literature is 

that successful return to school is seldom achieved. The Islington 
Centre and the Hammersmith Project had to dismiss this as impractical 

for most children. This may have been due to the disturbance in the 
pupils; alternatively, it may be attributable to the units providing so 
radical an alternative to conventional education that realistic pressure 

to return would have run counter to their practice and philosophy. A 
third possibility is that the schools themselves may have been less than 
enthusiastic about the return of their poor attenders. Follow-up studies 

on the subsequent careers of truants who have attended such centres, 
compared with truants who remained in conventional education, are 
urgently needed(Galloway, 1979)*

Questions Arising from Accounts of Community and School Based Approaches 

Legitimate' concern about absenteeism has not extended to careful 

evaluation of the many different approaches to the management of 
absenteeism. This applies both to community based projects such as 
Liverpool's educational guidance teams, and to special units within or 

outside ordinary schools. Galloway and Goodwin (1979) have noted the 
same haphazard growth and lack of evaluation in special education for 
ESN(m ) and maladjusted pupils.

An exception to the general lack of success in returning pupils to 

school is the Hungerford Centre in London (Lane, 1977a, 1977b). The 
centre offers short-term treatment based on a contract between each child, 

the centre s staff and the referring school. Significantly, the referring
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school is involved in drawing up the contract which can, when necessary, 
specify what the school should do to facilitate the pupil1s return.
The child is expected to keep to his contract and can see whether the 

centre and his school keep to theirs. Training and advice is offered to 
the ordinary school’s teachers and the child is consciously taught how 
to cope with the situations that had previously led to confrontation 
or escape. The centre caters primarily for disruptive pupils, some of 
whom, nevertheless, have attendance problems. This would seem a logical 
and promising avenue for further research, particularly if pupils’ 

families can also he involved in the contract (Galloway, 1979)•

Legal Sanctions The sanctions available and the limited information on 

their prevalence were reviewed in Chapter 1. We are concerned here only 

with the even more limited evidence on their efficacy. Berg et al (1977) 
followed up the attendance of pupils brought before Leeds juvenile court 

for truancy. Their results showed that attendance was better in 117 
cases when the magistrates adjourned the case, repeatedly bringing the 

child back to court until attendance improved, than in 36 cases where 

they placed the child on supervision to a social worker or probation 
officer. The adjourned group had a mean of 41 absences out of a possible 
190 in the six month period after coming to court; with the supervised 
group the mean was 73. About ten per cent of the adjourned group missed 
more than half their attendance, compared with over 25 per cent of 
supervised cases.

Adjournment was nevertheless not a cheap procedure. Of the 117 
children adjourned, 53 were placed on interim care orders for three 
weeks within the period from one to twelve months following their fir.st 
appearance in court, and altogether 63 pupils were eventually dealt with 
by care orders. In effect, this means that the problem, with parental 

rights, was handed over to the Social Services Department. It is not
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grounds of poor attendance. Berg et al (1977) pointed out that 
outcome was less satisfactory in pupils from their adjourned group 

who had been made the subject of interim care orders than in 

adjourned pupils for whom no such order was made. As interim care 
orders were only made when adjournment on its own was failing to achieve 
satisfactory results, this is perhaps not surprising.

This study is the only one traced which followed up the subsequent 

attendance of absentees brought before a juvenile court. No study has 
been traced of the subsequent attendance of absentees whose parents have 

been prosecuted in the magistrates’ court for their children's poor 

attendance. Similarly, no study has been traced which compares 
subsequent attendance of absentees in connection with whom no legal 
action has been taken with absentees who themselves, or whose parents, 
have appeared in court.

Tennent ( 1 9 7 0 )  found that about half of a group of London truants 
were placed on supervision, about a tenth were placed in care,while no 

legal order was made on the remainder. About 21 per cent of the 
supervision group were brought back to court, and a third of these were 

then placed in care. Another part of the study, however, (Tennent, 1971; 
showed that over 30 per cent of boys in court for truancy were remanded 
in custody, a similar procedure to the interim care order under the 
present law. The remanded children tended to have a higher number of 
previous convictions. Unfortunately, there is no evidence on 

subsequent attendance.

Although both Berg and Tennent referred to all pupils appearing in 

the juvenile court for poor school attendance as truants, it is clear 
that this was a very loose use of the term. Any absentee may be taken 
to court under Section One of the 19^9 Children and Young Persons Act.
It is probably not the case that the parents of the withheld group are



charged under Section 40 of the 1944 Education Act, while truants are 
taken to the juvenile court; magistrates courts can - and in Sheffield 

not infrequently do — instruct the I.e.a. to take the children of the 
parents appearing before them to the juvenile court.

There is, however, evidence that a substantial number of absentees 
appearing before the juvenile court display the symptoms associated with 

school refusal as well as with truancy.- In leeds Pritchard (1974) 

found that his school phobic group of absentees aged five to twelve 
were proceeded against significantly more often than truants or the 

“others" category. Tennent (19^9) also found characteristics of 
school refusal in his absentees on remand.

CONCLUSIONS

The methodology of treatment studies reported in the clinical 
literature is far from impeccable. In particular, control groups tend 
to be inadequate, so that comparative evidence from spontaneous remission 
rates is lacking. Outcome studies in the clinical literature, however, 
provide a model of scientific propriety compared with the nearly total 
lack of evidence about the effects of almost all other procedures on 

subsequent attendance.

With the limited available evidence it is safe to conclude that 
clinical treatment has an excellent prognosis for school refusers 
provided: (i) they are pre-adolescent; (ii) the problem is referred
at an early stage; (iii) their parents will co-operate in treatment;

(iv) school refusal is the main manifestation of a neurotic problem, 
uhcomplicated by delinquency or severe social problems in the home.
It is not known how many school refusers have all these advantageous 
characteristics without receiving specialised treatment, nor is it 

known how many of the pupils who do receive treatment would improve 
spontaneously without it. Similarly, comparative studies are needed
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to evaluate the effects of special groups on school attendance in 
particular and social behaviour in general, whether such groups are 
based within the ordinary school or outside it.
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CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY OF QUESTIONS ARISING FROM THE LITERATURE ON 
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

OVERVIEW

In terms of quantity the literature on aspects of poor school 
attendance has a skewed distribution, with the largest number of 
books and articles devoted to what is regarded - albeit on limited 
evidence - as the smallest group of unjustified absentees. This 
group consists, of course, of school refusers. The generally 

favourable outcome of clinical treatment studies, particularly of 
pre-adolescent children, raises two important questions: (i) how many
of the majority of absentees who are not referred for psychological 
advice share the characteristics of the minority who are referred?
(ii) how many of the majority might benefit from the procedures used 
with the small, and perhaps arbitrarily selected, minority?

Other questions are raised by the less favourable outcome for 

adolescent school refusers and for pupils whose school refusal is 
associated with severe social problems. A majority of clinic studies 

report a mean or median age of ten or eleven, yet the epidemiological 
literature suggests a higher prevalence among adolescents. It is not 
clear whether the higher referral rate of younger children is due to 
secondary pupils being treated less sympathetically by teachers and 
e.s.w.s,:or due to a realistic expectation that referral is likely to 
be more effective for younger children. In view of the lack of 
evidence that referral policy in general is influenced by any realistic 

expectation of change (Levitt, 1957» 1963; Shepherd et al, 1971)» 
former is more likely.

More important, though, is the lack of evidence on effective
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management approaches for pupils whose absences are not known to have 
a good prognosis for clinical treatment. It seems probable that these 
pupils constitute the overwhelming majority, whatever the true prevalence 
of sjmiptoms associated with school refusal or truancjr.

The overall prevalence of absenteeism is not in dispute, but there 
is considerable disagreement about the details. There is conflicting 
evidence about the number of pupils absent for legitimate reasons, and 
inadequate information about the number of unjustified absentees who 
are persistently absent. The methodology in assessing absences as 
legitimate or otherwise has often been unsatisfactory. The branch of 
the I.e.a. responsible for school attendance is the e.s.w. service, yet 
its members have seldom been involved in systematic studies. This is 
especially unfortunate in the case of persistent absentees who might 

reasonably be regarded as candidates for legal action.
At a theoretical level, the literature is split between psychological 

and sociological approaches. There has so far been little apparent 
attempt to integrate the two into a single conceptual or explanatory 
framework. A lot is known about the psychological characteristics of 
diagnosed school refusers and a certain amount about the characteristics 

of truants. A rather more limited amount is available on school 
characteristics associated with high overall attendance rates, but this 

promising avenue of inquiry is still at a relatively early stage.
Although the mechanisms are unclear, it is known that a school1s 

pdlicy and organisation can influence the attendance, social behaviour 

and psychological adjustment of its pupils. An equally interesting 
question, on which there is so far less information, is how the 

attendance, social behaviour and psychological adjustment of the school’s 
pupil intake influence its policy and organisation. It seems fairly 
clear that the end products of (i.) school policy and practice, and 

(ii) pupil attendance and adjustment, are the result of a complex
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interaction in which each has influenced - and continues to influence - 
the other. The methodologies of social psychology, the psychology of 

the individual and sociology are all needed in a descriptive study of 
this complex interaction.

PRIORITIES
In an area where the educational and medical support services were 

already fully extended, inadequate information about the number of school 
refusers who might have responded to treatment if it had been available 
seemed a somewhat academic matter. For four reasons the prevalence of, 
and reasons for, persistent absenteeism seemed of more immediate 
practical importance: (i) persistent absenteeism is particularly
disturbing from both an educational and a social point of view;
(ii) these pupils require an administrative decision from the I.e.a., in 
the sense that it has to decide whether or not to initiate legal 
proceedings; (i.ii)there was little evidence available nationally, and 
none in Sheffield, on the prevalence of persistent absence; (iv) even 

less evidence was available on the reasons for persistent absence.
Although the literature reviewed in Chapter 1 suggests that certain 

age groups and schools in socially disadvantaged areas are likely to 
have disproportionately high absentee rates, the work reviewed in 
Chapter 4 suggests the possibility of uneven distribution between schools 
in similar areas. In either case, noteable differences in absentee 
rates would have implications for delivery of support services, and 
might have implications for schools’ own procedures in dealing with 

absentees.
To summarise, the immediate priority was seen as more information on:

(i) the prevalence of severe school attendance problems in an industrial city
(ii) the distribution of persistent absence between schools and between
age groups; (iii)the e.s.w.'s assessment of reasons for absence;
(iv) the association between persistent absenteeism and other social an<t



educational variables in the catchment area and in the school. A pilot 
project carried out before the start of the main body of research 
described in Parts III and IV of the present report provided some of 
this information.
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PART II 

PILOT PROJECT

CHAPTER 7 THE 1973 PERSISTENT ABSENTEE SURVEY

METHOD AND RESULTS

The 1973 survey of persistent absenteeism in Sheffield has 
been described in detail elsewhere (Galloway, 1976a - Appendix 1a) 
and will only be summarised here.

All comprehensive schools and their feeding primary schools were 

asked by the Chief Education Officer to provide details about children 
who had missed at least 50 per cent of possible attendances in the 
first seven weeks of the Autumn term. After excluding the Roman 
Catholic schools, whose reorganisation into a comprehensive system 
was incomplete, this left 30 comprehensives and their feeding schools. 
When the details were received, each pupil’s e.s.w. stated which of 
seven categories was thought to account for the greatest proportion 
of absences. These categories are discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 10 below.

The results showed that:

1) in primary school an average of 0.4 per cent of pupils were 

unjustifiably absent for more than 50 per cent of possible attendances, 
with little variation between each age group;

2) in secondary schools an average of 2.1 per cent reached this 
criterion with a steady increase from 1.3 per cent among twelve year 

olds to 4.4 per cent among sixteen year olds in their final year of 
compulsory education;

3) altogether, 872 pupils were involved, but there were enormous
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differences between schools in persistent absentee rates, both in 
the secondary and the primary age groups;

4) there was evidence that the transfer to secondary school might 

no"k Per se a cause of the higher absentee rates in secondary schools

5) over 40 per cent of both primary and secondary pupils were absent
with their parents* knowledge, though not necessarily with their
active consent;

6) truancy accounted for only 2.4 per cent of primary, and 11.2 per 
cent of secondary absentees; “school phobia" accounted for half as 
many primary and less than half as many secondary pupils;

7) illness was considered a partial explanation for the absences of
41.2 per cent of primary and 27.8 per cent of secondary absentees
(though all cases where illness was thought to account for more than 
50 per cent of all absences had previously been excluded);

8) no association was found between absentee rates and either the 
school’s size or the number of pupils excluded on disciplinary grounds; 
in contrast there was a highly significant correlation between absentee 

rates and poverty in the catchment area, as measured by the number of 
pupils receiving free school meals; this accounted for much of the 
difference in prevalence rates between schools;

9) there was a non-significant correlation between absenteeism in 
primary and secondary schools when the common effect of free school 

meal rates was partialled out; this indicated the possibility of 

contributory factors within the schools themselves;

10) schools varied in the number of pupils they had excluded; there 

was a significant tendency for former selective schools to exclude more



pupils, but not for these schools to have higher absentee rates. 

QUESTIONS ARISING FROM THE PILOT PROJECT

Information from City-wide Survey. Following publication of the pilot 
project it became clear not only that the survey itself had a number 

of limitations, but also that its results posed a number of questions 
requiring further work. Eight issues emerged in the course of 
discussions with education officers, advisers, educational psychologists, 

the e.s.w. service and teachers.

1) There was a possibility that the seven week survey period was too 
short, a ’flu epidemic at the time could have increased absence rates, 
and e.s.w.*s might wrongly have assumed some pupils’ absences to be 

unjustified on the grounds of previous poor attendances.

2) The Autumn term of 1973 was the first term of the year in which the 
school leaving age was raised to 16; the high fifth year absentee rate 
would therefore simply reflect some pupils* disapproval of this 
innovation; when the raised school leaving age became more widely 
accepted there would, in theory, be less of a peak in the final year.

3) The pilot project gave no information about the sex distribution 
in each age group, nor within each of the e.s.w.'s categories.>

4) The reliability of the categories was in doubt; moreover, e.s.w.s* 
assessment of problems could change as a result of the appointment of 
social work trained staff, and the development of an extensive programme 
of in-service training for existing staff.

5) It was desirable to continue to monitor the prevalence of persistent 
absenteeism, in order to investigate the possibility of trends either 

within individual schools or across the city as a whole.
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6) Exclusion rates were thought to vary from year to year, implying 
that the pilot project’s results were not conclusive.

7) Analysis was needed of the association between absenteeism and 
a wider range of educational and social variables than that provided 
in the pilot study.

8) The decision to exclude pupils from the survey if over 50 Per cent 
of absences were due to illness was misguided. It was possible that 
e.s.w.s differed in their willingness to ascribe absence to illness;
in addition, little was known about the prevalence of severe 
absenteeism due to illness, and it was possible that many of the pupils 
concerned might be ill with symptoms associated with stress at home 
or at school.

In an attempt to deal with these points, three further surveys 

were carried out, from 1974 - 1976, using methodology developed from 
the pilot project. These surveys are described in Part III.

Information about Individual Pupils. The pilot project and the 
discussions held subsequently suggested three broad lines of inquiry 
about the characteristics and needs of persistent absentees.

1) The much higher secondary school prevalence rate raised the 

possibility that school and community variables are more influential 
in secondary schools than primary schools. If family stresses are 
assumed, on rather limited evidence, to have a similar effect on the 
attendance of primary and secondary school pupils, the higher secondary 
school ratios could be attributed to the additional effect of stress
at school and/or community, or peer-group influences.

2) To make a start in evaluating delivery of psychological support 

services, it seemed important to establish whether absentees referred



to the psychological service differed in anyrway from absentees who 
were not referred; similarly, comparative follow-up information on 
subsequent attendance was needed,

3) In view of the almost total lack of information about the 
characteristics of the majority of absentees who are not formally 
regarded as truants or school refusers, it seemed necessary to 
establish how many of these pupils do in fact show the behaviours 
associated with truancy and school refusal in the clinical literature.

It was hoped that a study of persistent absentees, their families 
and their schools would help to answer these questions, and thereby 
suggest the most appropriate form of support service for poor attenders 

and their schools. This study, planned in the light of preliminary 
results from the first two city-wide surveys, is described in Part IV,
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PART III

THREE ANNUAL SURVEYS OF PERSISTENT ABSENCE PROM SCHOOL

CHAPTER 8 INTRODUCTION

In the course of the Spring or Summer terms of 1975» 1976 and 

1977 9 information was requested ahout pupils who had missed ^ver
, *

50 per cent of attendances in the preceding Autumn term. ‘This 
information was subsequently passed to the e.s.w. for the school 
for him to state the most frequent reason for each pupil’s absence.

DATA COLLECTION

Information from Schools. A letter from the Chief Education Officer 
asked head teachers to enter on an attached form (appendix 2) the name, 
sex, date of birth and address of pupils who had missed more than 
50 per cent of possible attendances in the previous Autumn term. They 
were also asked to record the number of absences for each pupil. When 
completed, the form was to be returned either to the school’s e.s.w., 

or to the l.e.a.’s central officesfbr distribution to e.s.w.s. No further

information was requested from schools at this stage.

Information from e.s.w.s. Members of the e.s.w. service were asked to 
complete the right hand half of the form returned by head teachers 
(appendix 2). This required them to say whether they attributed more 
than half the child's absences to illness. If not, they stated which 
of eight categories accounted for the highest proportion of each pupil'sV .

absence. Explanatorjr notes were sent to each person (appendix 3), and 
these were supplemented when necessary by verbal discussion with the 
author, to whom the completed forms were eventually returned. A



commentary on the categories is contained in Chapter 10.

Other Information

The L.E.A. provided information on the number of pupils on
roll in each school and on pupils who were receiving free school meals.

*
South Yorkshire Constabulary provided information on pupils whose 
offences had brought them to the notice of the police.

ANALYSIS OF RESULTS .

The returns were transcribed on to data sheets for punching on 
to computer tape. Analysis was then carried out using a standard set 
of programmes. (Nie et al., 1975; National Computing Centre, 1975)
The accuracy of transcription on to data sheets was checked at random 
intervals; when less than 98 per cent of entries had no errors, the 

remaining entries were checked. Accuracy checks were carried out 
automatically when the data were punched on to computer tape, since the 
data were punched by two operators who were alerted in the event of any 
inconsistency.

Details of statistical analysis and reasons for choice of 
statistical tests are given in the relevant chapters.



CHAPTER 9

PREVALENCE OF PERSISTENT UNJUSTIFIED ABSENTEEISM OVER THREE YEARS 

INTRODUCTION

Scope. To avoid repetition with Chapter 10, this chapter deals 

primarily with the prevalence of unjustified absenteeism. Thus, 
all pupils whose e.s.w.s attributed over half their absences to 

illness are excluded from the results which follow unless otherwise . 
stated.

Method. The total number of pupils in each age group was computed 
in each year of the study. The pupils whose absences were mainly 
attributed to illness were subtracted from the numbers thus obtained. 
Pupils whose absence was due to exclusion or suspension from school 

were included. The same applied to the small number in the 1976 
survey who could not be categorised because their e.s.w.s had moved 

to new posts. This could in theory have introduced some bias into 

the results, but as only 28 children out of 997 were involved, it 
should not have been serious, particularly as they occurred mainly in 
secondary schools where absence was less often attributed to illness.

Analysis of sex distribution was carried out in the same 

way. Information on prevalence of persistent absenteeism within 
families was obtained by carrying out a search for children with the 
same surname and address but different date of birth in each year of 

the survey. The possibility of some children changing address but



out a search for children with the same surname and date of birth, 

but a different address.

Statistical Analysis. Statistical analysis was carried out on 

the overall prevalence figures to investigate three possibilities

(1) the differences between the three results for each age group

(in 1974, 1975 and 1976) could be attributed to chance variation from 
year to year;

(2) the differences between the eight primary school age groups

could be attributed tc chance variation within each age group;

(3) the differences between the five secondary school age groups

could similarly be attributed to chance variation.

The statistical test employed was the log likelihood ratio 
(Gabriel, 1966), which approximates closely to the more familiar 

chi square. Unlike chi square, however, it has the theoretical 

advantage of coherence, the implication of which, is shown in the. 

following example. Tailing data in Table 9*2, we are not only 

interested in whether there is a.significant overall difference 

between the persistent absentee rates of, for example, five year 

olds in 1974, 1975 and 1976. If such a difference were to be found, 
we would also be interested in when it occurred, whether between 

1974 and 1975, 1974 and 1976, er 1975 and 1976. The property of 
coherence means simply that if a non-significant result is obtained 

from the full data, in this case the three years 1974-1976, it is 

impossible to obtain a significant one from a sub-set of the data, 
in this case results from two of the three years. A two tailed test 
was used in calculating probability levels • A probability level of 
p <;*05 was considered significant for the purposes of the study*



As indicated in the tables, the frequency of persistent 
absenteeism was first tested overall for significance; when 
significant differences were found, the frequency of occurrence 
was tested within each sub group.

The number of degrees of freedom in the pair-wise 
comparison between sub groups was the same as in the test for 
overall significance. Gabriel (1966) gives full details of the 
reason for this. Briefly, the purpose is to avoid the sharp rise in 

the probability of a Type I error, which can otherwise occur when 
analysing sub-sets of multiple contingency tables.

Analysis of the data on sex distribution was carried out 
in the same way. Statistical analysis was not considered suitable 
for the analysis of prevalence within families.

RESULTS

Prevalence in Bach Age Group. Table 9.1 summarises the prevalence 
of persistent absenteeism in primary and secondary schools. Table 9*2 

shows the percentage of pupils absent from each year group in primary 
schools and Table 9.3 from secondary schools. Tables I and II in 
Appendix 4 show the actual numbers of absentees from which the 
percentages and the statistical analyses in Tables 9*2 and 9*3 were 
derived. Appendix 4 Table III gives details of statistical analysis 
carried out on the data in Table II.



Table 9.1 Number of Persistent Unjustified. Absentees: Summary Table

Primary Schools Secondary Schools All Schools

No. Per cent 
of total 
on roll

No. Per cent 
of total 
on roll

No. Per cent 
of total 
on roll

1974 158 0.27 652 1.73 810 0.84
1975 120 0.20 672 1.77 792 0.81
1976 141 0.24 596 1.51 737 0.75
df=2 

*Overall log 
likelihood 
ratio

5.45
NS

9.14
P<.02 4.99

NS
Comparison 
of sub 
groups

1974 & 1976 
6.10(p<.05)
1975 & 1976
8.08(p<.02)

^Calculated from total on roll, and number of absentees.

Table 9.2 Number of Persistent Un.justified Absentees from Primary
Schools. Shown as a Per Cent of the Total on Roll in Each
Age Group

1 AGE GROUP...... ^Overall log ■^Comparison 
between sub­
groups, df=75 6 7 8 10 11 12

likelihood 
ratio, df=7

1974 .44 .19 .26 .24 .24 .14 .31 .67
29.01

( p < . 0 0 1 )

6 & 12: p<.02 
10 & 12: p<.01

1975 .23 .28 .15 .15 .17 .21 .41 (!»<:&> 0 NS
1976 .28 .32 .12 .14 .20 .18 .31 •54 7 & 12: p<.02 A 12?  p < - O R

Overall 
log likel­
ihood 
ratio, 
df=2

2.22
NS

3.3C
NS

5.13
NS

2.83
NS

0.88
NS

1.71
NS

2.34
NS

2.44
NS

^derived from raw data (see Appendix 4 Table I)



Table 9.3 Number of Persistent Unjustified Absentees from
Secondary Schools, Shown as a Per Cent of the Total 
on Roll in Each Age Group

AGE GROUP
12 13 14 15 16 *0verall log 

likelihood 
ratio, dfs=4

^Comparison 
between 
sub-groups, 
df=4

1974 0.22 0.81 1.68 1.70 3.81 308.92
p<.001

p^.05 for 
all compar­
isons except 
/̂[ & m

1975 0.30 0.81 1.49 2.09 8.70 283.16
P<.001

it

1976 0.15 0.65 1.09 1.56 8.50 329.22
p<,001 tt

Overall
log
likeli­
hood 
ratio, 
df=2

2.28
NS

2.08
NS

11.30
(P<.01)

6.97
(p<.05)

1.13
NS

Compar­
ison 
between 
sub­
groups , 
df=2

1974 & 
1976 
P<.01

.............. —  -

^derived from raw data (see Appendix 4 Table II)

These results confirm that persistent absentee rates remain stable 
throughout the primary school years:, apart from an apparent tendency to 
increase in the final year. This, however, could possibly be an artifact 

resulting from the reorganisation of primary education in Sheffield on 
a First and Middle school basis, with transfer at the ages of eight and 

twelve, in place of the traditional Infant and Junior school system, 
where transfer occurs at seven and eleven. At present, this 

reorganisation is about 50 Pe** cent complete. Hence, the twelve year 
old age group is split between primary and secondary schools.



If more of the children "at risk'* of persistent absenteeism 

attend First and Middle schools, it is to be expected that the 
proportion of absentees among twelve year olds in primary schools 
will be higher than that in previous years.

There are two ways of assessing whether there is in fact a 
significant increase in absentee rates in twelve year olds compared 

with younger pupils.

(1) The pilot study showed that free school meal rates are a 
reasonably good predictor of absentee rates; if First and Middle 
schools have a higher proportion of pupils on free school meals 

than Infant and Junior schools, we should expect primary school 

children aged twelve, who all attend Middle school, to have a higher 
proportion of absentees than the previous years. Appendix 4 Table IV 
shows figures for 1974 f and indicates that First and Middle Schools
do in fact have a significantly higher number of pupils on free school 
meals. On this evidence, therefore, the apparent increase in absence
rates in primary school twelve year olds may be an artifact resulting 
from the reorganisation of primary education.

(2) The figures for twelve year old absentees in secondary schools 

(Table 9*3 and Appendix 4 Table II) may be merged. tTith those for _ 
twelve year old absentees in primary schools (Table 9*2 and 
Appendix 4 Table I). This enables us to see whether the overall 
absence rate for twelve year olds is higher than in previous years. 
Appendix 4 Table V shows the results of this exercise for 1974 and 
1976 - the two years in which there was some evidence of significantly 
higher absentee rates in twelve year olds. The results now show no 

evidence of any significant increase in this 'age group compared with 

the previous years.



The figures for secondary schools show a statistically 
significant rise in unjustified absence in each age group and in 

each year of the study, with the sole but consistent exception that 
there were not significantly more fifteen year old absentees compared 
with fourteen year olds. The consistency of this result (Table 9*3 
and Appendix 4 Table III) suggests that it is not due to a Type I 
error but reflects a definite slowing down in the penultimate year 
of compulsory education in the rate of increase of unjustified absence 
Unfortunately this slowing down is not maintained into the final year, 
when there is a further steep rise. Table 9»1 suggests that absentee 
rates fell significantly in 1976, compared with the two previous years 

However, the more detailed analysis in Tables 9*2 and 9*3 show that 
absentee rates did not vary significantly throughout the three years 

of the study in any age-group except fourteen and fifteen year olds; 
in both cases there was a tendency towards fewer absentees in 1976.

Sex Distribution. The sex distribution of persistent unjustified 

absentees is shown in Table 9*4-



•eftsistent Unjustified Absentees

log
likelihood

ratio
df=1

Boys Girls log
likelihood

ratio
df=1

Boys Girlslog
likelihood

ratio
df=1

162160 183 3.54
12028

162194 2.00 125177
p<.014005 3757BS 1244313135

3.811611383.35157133

4411 412213502

Vi

*. ’
1, ■ •

1



Table 9»4 Sex Distribution

log
likelihood

ratio
df=1

14200

17720

1974

1975

1976

Log likeli­
hood ratio 
df=2



The results show: (a) minimal differences between boys and girls
in prevalence rates throughout the primary school years; (b) a 

consistent but generally non-significant tendency for prevalence 
rates in secondary schools to be higher for girls. There are 
significant differences in prevalence rates over the three years 
for both boys and girls aged thirteen to fifteen; this suggests 
that the lower absentee rates for fourteen and fifteen year olds 

in 1976 - shown in Table 9*3 and Appendix 4 Table II - are caused 
by a drop in the numbers of boys as well as girls.

Prevalence in Families. Results from the analysis by family are 
shown in Tables 9*5 - 9*8. Appendix 4 Tables VI - IX show the 
same information, but includes pupils whose absences were attributed 
mainly to illness by education social workers.

Table 9»5 The Prevalence of Persistent Absenteeism within 
Families, Excluding Pupils whose Absences were 
Attributed Mainly to Illness; (numbers in brackets 
refer to percentage rates).

1974 1975 1976

Wo. families with 1 
child in survey 632(88.52) 631(89.00) 594(90.00)
No. families with 2 
children in survey 72(10.08) 73(10.30) 54( 8.18)
No. families with 3 
children in.survey 7( O.98) 5( 0.70) 10( 1.52)
No. families with 4 
children in survey 2( 0.28) o( 0.00) 2< 0.30)
No. families with 5 
children in survey 1( 0.14) 0( 0.00) 0( 0.00)
No. families with-^6 
children in survey 0( 0.00) 0( 0.00) 0( 0.00)

Total number of families 
involved in each survey 714.. 709 660



Table 9 >6 Number of Families with Children Persistently Absent
from School, Excluding Pupils whose Absences were 
Attributed Mainly to Illness; (numbers in brackets 
refer to-percentage rates V.

No, families with^ 1 child in 1 survey = 1482 TB6.77)
No. families withal child in 2 surveys 189 (11.06)
No. families withal child in 3 surveys 37 ( 2.17)

Total number 
3 surveys

of families involved in all = 1708 ' •

Table 9>7 Number of Children Recorded in Three Surveys, Excluding
Pupils whose Absences were Attributed Mainly to Illness; 
(numbers in brackets refer to percentage rates).

No. children appearing in 1 survey only
No. children appearing in 2 surveys only = 213 (10.40)
No. children appearing in 3 surveys 39 ( 1.90)

Total number of children appearing in all 
3 surveys = 2046

Table 9.8 Frequency of Change of Address in Children Recorded
in More than One Survey, Excluding Pupils Whose 
Absence was Attributed Mainly to Illness.

With same 
address

With different 
address on 
each occasion

Per cent of 
total who 
had changed 
addresses

Number of children appearing 
in 2 surveys 140 73 34.27
Number of children appearing 
in 3 surveys 39 0 0



x a u jL t :  y,z> .b x io w s  T in a x  arouna ren per cent or families involved in 
each survey had more than one child unjustifiably absent for more 
than half the term. Tables 9*6 and 9.7 show that rather more than 
ten per cent of all the families and the individual children who were 
recorded in one of the three surveys were recorded in more than one 
of them. Table 9.8 shows that just over one third of the children 

who appeared in more than one survey had changed address.

DISCUSSION

The mild but consistent fall in the rise in absentee rates in 
the fourth year of secondary education, followed by the very sharp rise in 
the final year, is a surprising result. Possible explanations for the 
levelling off effect are: (a) that by their fourth year pupils have 

passed through the emotional unrest associated with puberty and early 
adolescence; (b) that teachers have recognised that different 
disciplinary techniques are needed for adolescents in their last two 

years of compulsory education, and this is reflected initially in more 
cooperative teacher-pupil relationships; (c) that fourth year pupils 

recognise that they are starting a two year course of work leading to 
GCE or CSE examinations, and must therefore attend regularly; (d) that 
official action is more likely to be taken against absentees in this 
age group.

Possible explanations for the dramatic increase in the final 
year are:- (a) that by this stage pupils have either recognised that 
they will not be successful in public exams, or have recognised that 
their school will not enter them, and consequently see little point in 

continuing to attend school; (b) that by the ages of fifteen or



sixteen some pupils feel that they have "grown out" of school, 
considering the discipline and curriculum to be based on the needs 
of younger children; (c) that teachers turn a blind eye to some 
non-attendance, since this enables them to give more time to the 
more cooperative pupils who attend regularly and may achieve good 
examination results with extra help; (d) that by the final year 

the I.e.a* is less likely to take official action over poor attendance. 

We shall return to some of these possibilities in later chapters.

The consistent, though generally non-significant, tendency for 

secondary school girls to have higher absentee rates than boys is in 
line with the results of other research reviewed in Part I. The 
tendency is less marked, however, than might have been predicted 
from work on overall attendance rates. The fact that it is most 

noticeable among final year pupils is consistent with the view that 
fifteen year old girls may receive more encouragement to help out at 
home than younger pupils.

The tables on prevalence of persistent absenteeism in families 

suggest that there is a hard-core of individual children and of 

families which is chronically absent. This hard-core accounts for 

little more than ten per cent of the total; hence the results do 

not support the views that a high proportion of absentees come from 
problem families whose children (a) all tend to be poor attenders 

and (b) all tend to remain poor attenders from year to year. On 
the other hand, the surveys were concerned only with very persistent 
absenteeism and more detailed work would be needed before rejecting 
this view altogether.



Table 9«8 must be interpreted with caution. Although just 
over one third of pupils recorded in more than one survey had changed 
addresses, this naturally does not necessarily imply that change of 
address is an added risk factor; we do not know how many absentees 
had a change of address, and subsequently attended regularly.

SUMMARY

Results of the city-wide surveys of persistent unauthorised 

absenteeism in 1974» 1975 an(i 1976 confirmed that persistent absentee 
rates remain stable throughout the primary school years at around 

.25 per cent of the total on roll. In the; age groups 13-16, in 
contrast, there is a significant increase in prevalence each year 
over the preceding year, except that the prevalence amongst fifteen 

year olds is not significantly higher than that of fourteen year olds. 
Analysis of sex distribution shows a mild tendency towards a higher 
prevalence amongst girls in the secondary school years. Nearly 

90 per cent of the families recorded in each survey were represented 
by only one child. Similarly, nearly 87 per cent of families recorded 
in at least one of the three surveys were recorded in only one of them. 
Over a third of the children recorded in two or more of the surveys 

were known to have changed address.



CHAPTER 10

CATEGORIES OF ABSENCE 

INTRODUCTION

Scope. Except where otherwise stated, the results described in 

this chapter refer to all persistent absentees reported in the 
three annual surveys, including those whose absence was attributed 

mainly to illness.

Choice of Categories. The categories were selected in discussion 
with senior members of the education social work service and reflect 
their assessment of the most prevalent reasons for absence. Three 
general points should be made about the categories:

(1) it was recognised that there would be a good deal of overlap 
between them; e.s.w.s were asked simply to state which one accounted 
for the greatest proportion of absence; it was thought that attempts 
to quantify the proportion of absence attributable to different 
categories would be extremely difficult, and have very doubtful validity;

(2) the categories should not be regarded as causes of absence, but 
as a rough summary of the presenting problem; taking “absence with 
parent*s knowledge,;consent and approval" as an example, it is unhelpful 

to the point of being misleading to regard this as a cause of absence 
unless we also know something of the stresses which led to the parents 
condoning their child’s absence;

(3) the justification for asking e.s.w.s to carry out this exercise 

was threefold: (a) as explained in Chapter 7t a number of questions had 

been raised about the validity of the results of the pilot project; it 

was hoped that repeating the exercise would throw light on these questions;
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(b) it was hoped that the exercise would have implications for the 
development of pastoral care systems in schools, and also for the 
training of e.s.w.s; (c) it was hoped that the exercise would 
suggest the areas to be explored in greater depth in the proposed 
study of individual absentees, described in Part IV of the present 
report.

The following points should be made about the choice of categories:

(1) truancy was defined in its strict sense, to mean absence without 
the parents* knowledge or consent;
(2) absence with parents* knowledge was divided between two categories:

(a) pupils who were absent with their parents* consent and approval, and
(b) those whose parents knew about their absence, disapproved of it in 
theory, but were unable or unwilling to insist on return to school against 
their children*s wishes; intentionally, this overlaps with the clinical 

concept of school refusal, though without naming it;

(3) a "school phobia" category was included as this concept was more 
familiar to e.s.w.s than school refusal, but without any explicit 
implication that the condition should have been recognised by a psychologist 
or psychiatrist; instead the accompanying notes focussed attention on
the child’s refusal to leave home, and severe relationship difficulties 
in the home;

(4) a category of "psychosomatic illness" was included; a strong case 
can be made for including this in the "school phobia" category, as it 
should include all children showing the "somatic disguise" of school 
refusal; it was felt, however, that this was not always the case, and 
it would create confusion if the two categories were merged at the stage 
of data collection;



(5) the category of "socio-medical” reasons was intended to cover 
pupils whose absence was directly attributable to poverty or poor 
living conditions; it was intended to include cases of prolonged 
absence due to infestation, lack of suitable clothes, and illnesses 
such as scabies; such illnesses, like infestation, can naturally 
affect middle class children as well, but will not cause prolonged 
absence unless conditions in the home are very poor;

(6) absence due to exclusion or suspension from school was included as 

a category in the 1975 and 1976 surveys at the request of a number of 
e.s.w.s; in 1974 this small number of children was included in the 
category of absence with parents* knowledge, but without their active 

approval;

(7) a "mixed" category included children who were thought to have 
missed over two weeks because of illness, unless over half of all their 
absences were due to illness, in which case they were rated separately; 

the possibility of attributing the non-medical absences of children in 
the "mixed" group to one of the other categories was reluctantly dismissed 
as impractical; it was pointed out that e.s.w.s might suspect strongly 
that some absences were due to non-medical factors, but would often
not feel sufficiently confident to state.which other category applied.

Miethod.. The number of pupils in each age group in each category, 

excluding special school pupils, was computed for each year of the study. 
Subsequently the sex distribution within each category was computed by 
age-group. Statistical analysis was carried out on the actual numbers 

using the log likelihood ratio.

The categories of "school phobia" and psychosomatic illness 
were combined, because of the overlap between them, and the small number 
of children assigned to each one.
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RESULTS

Summary Tables. The proportion of primary and secondary school 
absentees assigned to each category in each of the three surveys 
is shown as a percentage of all absentees in the year in Table 10.1. 
Table 10.2 shows the same data as Table 10.1, except that pupils whose 
absences were mainly attributed to illness have been excluded, and the 

proportion of pupils assigned to each category has been calculated from 
the remainder. Table 10.3 combines the results from the three surveys 
to show the percentage of boys and girls assigned to each category.



Table 10.1 Education Social Workers1 Reasons for Persistent Absence 
from School

Ages 5-11 
per cent

Ages 12-16 
per cent

1974
N=238 1975 if — 148

1976
N=165

1974
N=887

1975
N=830

1976
11=792

Absent with parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval 10.9 25.7 10.3 11.5 16.5 20.3
Socio-medical reasons 3.4 3.4 6.7 2.5 0.8 3.5
"School phobia" or 
psjrchosomatic illness 3.4 4.0 2.4 6.1 5.1 4.3
Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return 9.2 18.9 22.4 24.0 24.3 24.0
Truancy: absence without 
parents* knowledge or consent 0.8 0 0.6 11.6 18.6 8.5
Mixed, but including some 
illness 28.2 17.6 26.1 20.6 16.6 14.0
Excluded or suspended 
from school

not inc lu~, 
ded 0 0

nut
inclu­ded 0.8 0.6

Absence mainly due to illness 44.1 30.4 28.5 23.7 17.0 21.9
Could not be rated 0 0 3.0 0 0.3 2.9

Totals 100 100 100 100 100 100

9 9 .



persistent Absence from School, Excluding Pupils 
Pilose Absence -was Attributed Mainly to Illness.

1974
33

Ages 
5-11 

Per Cen-

1975 
¥=103

b

1976
¥=118

]

1974
N=677

Ages 
12 - M
Der Cen1

1975
11=689

1976
11=619

Absent with parents1 
knowledge, consent 
and approval

19*6 36.9 14.4 15.1 19.9 26.0

Socio-medical reasons 6.0 4.9 9.3 3.2 1.0 4.5
’’School phobia’’ or 
psychosomatic illness

6.0 5.8 3.4 8.0 6.1 5.5

Parents unable or 
unwilling to insist 
on return

16.5 27.2 31.4 31.5 29.3 30.7

Truancy: absence with*-, 
out p are nt s1 knowle dge 
or consent

1-5 0 • 9 15.2 22.4 10.8

Mixed, but including 
some illness

50.4 25.2 36.4 27.0 20.0 18.0

Excluded or 
suspended from school

not 
inclu- ded

0 0 not
inclu­
ded

1.0 .8

Could not be rated 0 0 4.2 0 .3 3.7
100 100 100 100 100 100



Table 10,3 Sex Distribution in Each Category of Persistent Absentees

5-11
Ages 

Per cent

12-16
Ages

(1974-1976)
Per cent

Boys
(N=28o)

Girls 
(N=271)

Boys 
(N=1115)

Girls
(H-1394)

Absent with parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval 15.3 14.0 13.0 18.3
Socio-medical reasons 3.6 5.2 2.4 2.2

"School phobia” or 
psychosomatic illness 3.9 2.6 5.0 5.3
Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return 16.4 15.1 25.2 23.3
Truancy: absence without 
parents’ knowledge or consent 1.1 0 19.0 8.0

Mixed, but including some 
illness 23.6 25.8 16.0 18.2

Excluded or suspended from 
school 0 0 0.7 0.3
Absence due mainly to illness 35 36.5 18.0 23.2
Could not be rated 1.1 0.8 0.7 1.2

Totals 100 100 100 100
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LOG LIKELII

Number of persistent absentees 
assigned to each category: 
analysis of incidence in 1974» 
1975 and 1976. (df=2)

iOOL) RATIOS

Number o[f 
assigned 
analysis 
age groujf 
(df=2)

■9v'

*'j <* *®a}»yv- 'iVC
Y- ’• v Vi* ' >■ ' ■ >’■' 1persisten-t 

to each cai 
of incidenc* 
)s 5-11, 12-i

Absent with parents’know­
ledge, consent and approval

Age 5-11 Age 12-15 Age 16 1974 1975
: 47* 3.- ̂'

17.80
p<.001

16.34
p<.001

9.20
p<.02

.62
NS

' 4 ■

6.86
p^.05;i *]'"y

Socio-medical reasons 2.81
NS

7.71
P<.05

18.26
p<.001

'
8.43
p<.027 ; . ti

5.50
NS

’’School phobia” or 
psychosomatic illness

.68
NS

1.48
ITS

3.21
NS

3.07
NS

5.03
IS

Parents unable or 
unwilling to insist on 
return

14.77
P<.001

6.78
P<.05

9.53
P<.01

60.0
p<.001

. . . . . .

12.
P<.
* 1

06
01

Truancy: Absence without 
parents’ knowledge or 
consent

numbers 
too small

21.45
p<.001

15.26
p<.001

. * • ,’v' '39.94
p<.001

.

—
50.50
p<.001

Some illness but other 
categories also present

6.01
p<.05

9.70
P<*01

3.84
NS

6.07
p<*°5

.20
NS

' •

Excluded or suspended 
from school

numbers
too
small

numbers
too
small

numbers
too
small

n/a
numbers
too
small

Absence mainly due to 
illness

12.86
P<.01

19.34
p<.001

4.68
NS

49.98
p<.001

13.42
p<.01

Couldn’t be rated n/a n/a N/A n/a n/a

../■'VI'

102,

/*><-.9 
■-

:'5̂ - ■>«

•£*. '»
:/ v-V- {*•* ;■

;^v'V *

1
--

£4.
Sgjggp. 4 .

| : ,; ■: 
■ ' .

*4 m*-.. 'v



sag
fe.
-...



A more detailed analysis of the results is given in Appendix 5*
Tables la, lb and Ic of Appendix 5 show an analysis over three years 

of the actual number of absentees assigned to each category in the 

age ranges five to eleven, twelve to fifteen, and sixteen respectively. 

Tables Ila, lib and lie show an analysis by age group of the actual 

number of absentees assigned to each category in 1974» 1975 and 1976 

respectively. Tables Ilia, Illb and IIIc show the actual numbers of 

boys and girls assigned to each category, combining the results from 

the three surveys, in the age groups five to eleven, twelve to fifteen 

and sixteen respectively. Table 10.4 summarises the statistical 

analyses in Appendix 5 Tables Ia-c, Ila-c, and IIIa-c.

Six main points emerge from the summary tables (Tables 10.1,

10.2 and 10.3).

(1) Consistently, e.s.w.s did not regard illness as the main explanation 

for the majority of L. persistent absentees. Illness was in fact the

main explanation for less than a third of all persistent absentees each 

year, with the exception of primary school pupils in 1974» when it 

accounted for 44 per cent.

(2) Illness was quite often seen as a partial explanation for absence; 

if the two categories dealing with poor health in Table 10.1 are combined, 

illness is seen either as a partial or as the principal explanation for 

between 48 per cent and 72 per cent of persistent absentees from primary 

schools and between 34 per cent and 44 per cent from secondary schools, 

depending on the year considered.

(3) Truancy was regarded as the principal explanation for a minimal
Inumber of primary school pupils. Table 10.2 shows that in secondary 

schools it accounted for between eleven per cent in 1976 and 22 per cent 

in 1975 of unjustified absentees.



(4) The largest proportion of unjustified absence was attributed 
to one of the two categories of absence with parents1 knowledge:

(i) children who remained at home with their parents* knowledge and
(ii) children whose parents knew about their absence but were unable 
or unwilling to insist on their return. This is discussed in more 

detail below.

(5) "School phobia" or psychosomatic illness, and socio-medical 

factors consistently accounted for a small proportion of unjustified 

absentees (Table 10.2). The implications of these results are discussed 

below.

(6) Table 10.3 shows no noteable sex differences in any of the categories 
for primary pupils. For secondary pupils the sole exception is that 
truancy was considered the principal explanation for the absences of 
twice as many boys as girls.

Detailed Results and Statistical Analyses. Interpretation of the 

detailed results in Appendix 5 and of the statistical analyses summarised 

in Table 10.4 is complicated by two problems.

(1) The analyses may be regarded as statements about the reliability 

of the categories, as much as about the reasons for pupils* absences.
A good example is the number of pupils in the category: * Parents unable 
or unwilling to insist on return’ (Appendix 5 Table la, lb and Ic).
Table 10.4 shows the differences in the proportion of persistent 

absentees allocated to this category in 1974» 1975 and 1976 to be 
significant at p^.05 in each of the three age-ranges shown. This may 

mean that there were genuine differences over the three years in the 
reasons for pupils* absences. At least as likely, though, is the



explanation that e.s.w.s could not distinguish reliably between the 
most common reasons for absences; if this was the case, random 
variations from year to year are to be expected in the proportion 
of pupils allocated to any one category. The question of reliability 
will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 12.

(2) Table 10.4 shows three sets of analyses for each of the three 
main sets of results set out in full in Appendix 5» Tables Ia-c, Ila-c, 
and Illa-c. This raises the question of interpretation if a significant 
result is observed in one or two of the columns, but not the third. For 
example, the proportion of pupils in the three age-groups 5-11» 12-15 
and 16 allocated to the category: 'Parents unable or unwilling to insist 

on return' differed significantly in 1974 and 1975» "but not in 1976. It 
would therefore not be legitimate to make any statement about consistent 
differences between the three age groups with respect to this category of 
absence. There are in fact three possible explanations for the significant 

results obtained: (a) type I error; (b) chance fluctuation due to low

reliability of the categories as discussed above; (c) a valid reflection 
of educationally significant differences between the three age groups 

in 1974 and 1975.

The definition of a Type I error makes it highly improbable that 

all the significant results in Table 10.4 are attributable to this. A 

glance at the pattern of significant results in Table 10.4 shows:

(a) apart from secondary boys being regarded as truants more often than 
girls, there are few significant sex differences, (though this could 
possibly be attributable to the decision to combine the results for 
the three years); (b) the highest and the most consistently significant 
results in the analyses by year and by age group occur in the five



categories dealing with illness, absence with parents* knowledge and 

truancy. These, of course, are not only the largest categories 
numerically, but also potentially the least reliable because of the 
overlap between them.

For these reasons it was not considered worthwhile to carry out 
an analysis between sub-groups when a significant result was obtained.

The direction of the results obtained is generally clear from a glance 

at the data in Appendix 5, "but these results must be regarded with great 
caution. To demonstrate significant differences between the sub-groups, 
for example between 16 year olds and 5-11 year olds in 1974 in the 
category: 'Parents unable or unwilling to insist on return', would add 
a spurious air of scientific credibility to the conclusions.

With these provisos in mind, the results of Appendix 5» summarised 
in Table 10.4, may be placed in three groups.

A: The proportion of pupils assigned to each category in 1974« 1975
and 1976:

(1) the frequency with which illness was regarded either as the principal 

or a partial explanation of absences differed significantly over the three 
years for primary pupils and secondary pupils aged twelve to fifteen, but 
not for sixteen year olds;

(2) the frequency with which truancy was regarded as the principal 

explanation for pupils in both the twelve to fifteen and the sixteen year 
old age groups differed significantly over the three years;

(3) there were significant differences in both secondary school age 
groups, but not amongst primary pupils in the frequency with which 
socio-medical reasons were seen as the main cause of absence;



(4) there were significant differences in all three age groups in the 

frequency of allocation to both the categories of absence with parents' 
knowledge;

(5) no significant differences were observed in the number of pupils 
placed in the category of school phobia or psychosomatic illness.

The proportion of pupils aged 5-11 > 12-15 and 16 assigned to each 
category:

(1) truancy was significantly more frequently seen as the principal 

reason for absence in the two secondary age groups than in the primary 
age group;

(2) in 1974 and 1975 there were significant differences between age groups 
in the frequency with which illness was considered the main explanation;
in 1974 and 1976 there were significant differences in the frequency with 
which it was considered a partial explanation; it is clear from the 
figures in Appendix 5, Tables Ia-c that there is a consistent tendency in 
all these significant results foriillness to be regarded as a principal 

or partial explanation for younger children more often than for older pupils;

(3) there were significant differences between age groups in 1975 and 
1976 in the category: 'Absent with parents* knowledge, consent and 
approval* and in 1974 and 1975 in the category: 'Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return'; the data in Appendix 5» Tables Ila-c suggest a 

tendency for older pupils to be placed in the category: 'Parents unable
or unwilling to insist on return* more than younger pupils; no consistent 

tendency can be seen in the other category;

(4) there is only one significant difference between age groups in the 

categories: 'socio-medical reasons* and 'school phobia or psychosomatic 
illness1; in 1974 there was a tendency for sixteen year olds to be



regarded as absent for sociomedical reasons less often than younger 

pupils, but the numbers are so small that it is doubtful whether much 

educational significance should be placed on this result,

C: The proportion of boys and girls assigned to each category:

(1) the number of primary school pupils in the 'truancy* category was 

too small for statistical analysis, but in both secondary age groups 

boys were significantly more likely to be regarded as truants than girls;

(2), illness was regarded as the principal reason for absence of sixteen 

year old girls significantly more often than boys; there were no 

significant differences in the other two age groups, nor in any age 

group in the category of illness as a partial explanation;

(3) girls aged thirteen to fifteen were significantly more often 

regarded as absent with their parents* knowledge, consent and approval 

than boys; there were no significant differences in the other two age 

groups, nor in any age group in the category of parents unable or 

unwilling to insist on return,

DISCUSSION

At the risk of repetition it is worth emphasising that these results 

apply only to persistent absentees. Hence, they cannot be related 

directly to most previous work on absence from school. A number of 

general points do, however, seem to emerge.

The value of the categories is restricted both on theoretical and 

on technical grounds. This is dealt with in detail in Chapter 12.

Even when illness as a principal reason for absence is combined with 

illness as a partial explanation, it does not account for the majority 

of the pupils concerned. The evidence is more consistent with the



N.A.C.E.W.O. (1974) estimate of 40 per cent of absences as due to 

illness than either Bransby (1951) or Reynolds (1974) (96.7 per cent 
and 25 per cent respectively). The results do not on the whole support 
the view that girls are more likely to be absent because of illness than 
boys, but there is some evidence that persistent absence of primary school 

children is more often attributed to illness than that of older pupils.

The relatively high proportion of children placed in one of the two 
categories of absence with parents' knowledge has two immediate implications 

(a) much of the ef.s.tv.s' time will inevitably be spent in work with 
parents and this is not consistent with the old image of the e.s.w. as 
a 'truant catcher*; (b) there is remarkably little evidence in the
literature on the reasons why so many pupils remain at home with their 
parents* knowledge. Both these points are discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 12.

The small proportion of piipils in the school phobia category raises 
as many questions as it answers. There was evidence from informal 

comment at the time of allocation to categories that many e.s.w.s would 
only use this category if 'diagnosis' had been confirmed by a psychologist 
or psychiatrist. The questions this poses about the criteria for referral - 

and hence diagnosis - were raised in Part 15 all we need to reiterate 

here is that the results presented above do not start to answer the 
important question regarding the prevalence of symptoms associated in.the 
literature with school refusal.

SUMMARY

Fairly consistently, the e.s.w.s* categories showed that they regarded 

illness as the principal explanation for less than a third of all persistent 

absentees. Illness was more often seen as either the principal or a



partial explanation for the absence of primary school pupils than 

secondary school pupils. Truancy was regarded as the principal 

explanation for a minimal number of primary school children; in 

secondary schools it accounted for between 11 and 22 per cent of 

persistent unauthorised absentees, depending on the year. The largest 

proportion of absence was attributed to the two categories of absence 

with parental knowledge, thus confirming the results of the pilot study.
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Introduction

Persistent absentees are not evenly distributed throughout 

the City's schools. In each of the three years of the study 

the absentee rate in secondary schools ranged from less than 0.5 

per cent in the schools with fewest absentees to more than 6.5 per 

cent in those with the most. In terms of actual numbers of pupils 

absent this range represented less than two, to more than 100. It 

was clear from the pilot project, however, that a school's absentee 

rate could be predicted with some accuracy from the level of social 

deprivation and/or poverty in its catchment area as measured by the 

number of pupils receiving free school meals. ' ̂

In order to investigate the possibility of contributory variables 

(i) within the schools' catchment areas and (ii) within the schools 

themselves, preliminary analysis was carried out on the relationship 

between absentee rates and the number of pupils receiving free school 

meals. It was then possible to investigate the relationship between 

absenteeism in secondary schools and in their feeding primary schools 

after controlling for the essentially demographic variable of free 

school meals. The purpose of this exercise was to investigate the 

reliability of a similar analysis in the pilot project.

Subsequently two analyses were carried out on the results from 

individual secondary schools: (i) a comparison of the number of 

absentees in each age group, in order to see whether the sharp rise 

in absence rates in the final year occurred in all schools; (ii) a 

comparison of each school's absentee rates over the three years of 

the study, in order to investigate the possibility that some schools 

might be reducing the problem, while at others the reverse might be 

the case.

111.



Finally details were obtained from official records on the incidence of 

juvenile delinquency in all pupils in the 1976 survey, in order to 

investigate: (i) the association between delinquency and persistent

absenteeism; (ii) the association between delinquency and the school or 

home district of individual absentees.

The rationale and methods are discussed in greater detail below under 

the appropriate sub-headings.

SCHOOL MALY SIS: METHOD AKD RESULTS

Relationship between Absenteeism in Primary and Secondary Schools 

The pilot project reported that the correlation between absence rates in 

secondary schools and in their feeding primary schools was not significant 

when the common variable of free school meal rates was held constant. This 

was taken as evidence for the possible relevance of other variables; as 

free school meals is essentially a demographic variable, these might lie in 

the school. The same analysis was carried out on the results of the 1974?

1975 and 1976 surveys, except that absentee rates were based on all 

persistent absentees from a school, and not simply those whose absence was 

considered by their e.s.w.s to be unauthorised. This decision was based 

on evidence, presented in the next chapter, that e.s.w.s varied in their 

willingness to regard absences as justified by illness.

The results are given in Tables 11.1a and 11.1b. They show: (i) that the 

high positive correlation between the number of persistent absentees at a 

school and the number of pupils receiving free school meals is confirmed in 

the results of all three surveys; (ii) that the correlation between persistent 

absenteeism at secondary schools and at their feeding primary schools is not 

consistently statistically significant when the common demographic variable 

of free school meals is taken into account. Thus, the results give some lijnited

support for 'the evidence in the pilot project for the possible relevance of
r

other variables, which might lie within the school. They do not, of course,

1 1 2 .



Table 11.1a Pearson Product Moment Correlations Between Persistent 
Absentee Rates and Free School Meal Rales at 36 Secondary Schools 
and their Feeding Primary Schools.

1974 1975 1976

FSM
Sec
(r2)

Abs
Pr
(r3)

FSM
Pr
(r4}

FSM
Sec
(r2>

Abs
Pr
(r3}

FSM
Pr
( V

FSM
Sec

Abs
Pr
(r3)

FSM
Pr
(r4}

Abs. Sec. (r ) .785 .628 .594 .749 .601 .-786 .839 .726 ..748

FSM Sec. (r ) .695 ,868 .658 .667 .694 .802

Abs. Pr. (r )̂ .715 .572 .825

p <^.001 in all cases

Table 11,1b Pearson Product Moment Correlations Between Persistent 
Absentee Rates from Secondary Schools (r̂  ) and from Primary Schools
Controlling for the Effect of Free School Meal Rates at Secondary- 
Schools (r̂ ) and at their Feeding Primary Schools

1974 1975 1976

r13.2 .186 .216 .366
NS NS P < .015
.362 .298 .29

T 13.4 p </.0l6 NS p <.045

1 1 3 .



provide any evidence about the nature of other relevant variables* nor whether 

they exert greater influence in primary or in secondary schools.

Frequency of Absenteeism in each Secondary School: Analysis by Age Group
The results presented in Chapter 9 showed a sharp peak in absenteeism in the 
final year of compulsory education. The purpose of the analysis presented 
here is to investigate the possibility of significant differences within 

schools in the frequency of absenteeism in the final year, compared with the 

frequency in previous years. It was hoped that this might identify schools 

which were successful in preventing a decline in attendance rates in the 

final year. Only the nineteen schools where the mean prevalence of 
absenteeism from 1974—1976 exceeded 1.5 per cent have been included in this 
analysis. These constituted 53 Per cent of the total for whom information 

was .available. In the remainder, numbers were too small for statistical 
analysis to be meaningful. The small number of pupils in the first year 

of some schools has also been excluded in order to facilitate statistical 

analysis.

In carrying out statistical analysis with the log likelihood ratio it was 
assumed: (i) that the number of pupils on roll in each age group would be
approximately equal, and (ii) that in consequence the sample size could be 

taken as the total number of absentees, instead of the total number of pupils 

in the age group as, for example, in Appendix 4* Tables I and II. It would 

have been preferable to use the actual number of pupils in each age group 
in each school, but these were not readily available.

Appendix 6, Tables 1a, 1b and 1c give the results for 1974* 1975 and 1976 
respectively. Two sets of analyses are given: (i) the overall log likelihood

ratio,, and (ii) where this reaches statisitical significance a comparison 

between the fifteen and sixteen year old age—groups. The results are summarised" 

in Table 11.2. They show that school 24 was the only school in which there



was no significant difference in the incidence of persistent absenteeism 

between the age groups thirteen, fourteen, fifteen and sixteen in 1974? 1975 
or 1976* In a further four schools (05,06, 15 and 31) absentee rates of 
sixteen year olds did not differ significantly from those of fifteen year 

olds in any of the three years under study.

It is worth adding, however: (i) that three of these five schools only

just reached the criterion absence rate of 1,5 per cent, and (ii) that 

only one of them (31) had a mean absentee rate of over three per cent. At 
the eight other schools with an absentee problem of this order, significantly 

more sixteen year olds were absent than fifteen year olds in at least one. 
of the three years, 'While the evidence does not justify any firm conclusions, 
it tends to suggest that the greater the problem of persistent absenteeism 

in the school as a whole, the greater the problem of final year absenteeism 

relative to the previous years.

Of more importance, perhaps, is the fact that Table 11,2 lends little 

support to the view that the problem of absenteeism in the final year 

will become less as the raising of the school leaving age becomes more 

widely accepted. This Table shows: (i) that in six schools the difference

between fifteen and sixteen year old absentee rates reached significance 

in 1974* "but not in 1976 (04, 07, 12, 14, 26 and 27); but (ii) that in 
five other schools the difference reached significance in 1976 but not in 
1974 (11* 16, 18, 22 and 23), In other words, for every school where the 
relative problem of final year absenteeism seemed to be decreasing between 

1974 and. 1978 there was another where it seemed to be increasing. This 
observation, however, should be regarded with considerable caution since 
in many cases the difference between a significant result and a non­

significant one were small. Moreover, the analyses were of absentee 

rates within each year of the study, not between years. Analysis between



Table 11.2 Statistical Analysis of Differences Between Persistent 
Absentee Rates in 15 and 16 Year Olds Attending Schools with Absentee 
Rates above 1.5 per cent,(summarised from Appendix 6, Tables la-Icj

School
Log Likelihood Ratio

1974 1975 1976

04 14.98 P<.01 nos too small RS*
05 6.62 RS RS* RS*
06 5.68 RS 3.74 RS RS*
07 10.94 p<.02 1.88 RS 5.13 RS
08 15.33 p<.01 4.98 RS 22.12 p<.001
11 1.76 RS RS* 94.25 p<.001
12 8.22 P<. 05 RS* nos too small
14 12.39 P<.01 1.01 RS 4.79 RS
15 2.09 ITS 2.63 RS RS*
16 4.30 RS 3.63 RS 41.76 p<. 001
18 3.23 RS RS*. 10.64 P<.02
22 RS* RS* 9.11 P<*05
23 0.20 RS 19.19 p<.001 9.21 p<.05
24 RS* RS* RS*
26 9.92 p^.02 8.27 pC.02 RS*
27 11.78 p<. 01 8.20 P<* 05 2.01 RS
29 1.28 RS 21.36 p<. 001 4.97 RS
31 5.70 ; RS'. 3.66 RS 3.71 RS
33 10.52 p<. 02 nos too small 19.04 p<.001

* For these schools, analysis of the four year groups (13, 14» 15 and 16) 
showed no significant overall differences. It follows from the log 

likelihood ratio's property of coherence that the differences between 
the rates for 15 and 16 year olds cannot reach significance.



years follows in the next section.

Changes in Absentee Rates over Three Years One way to investigate the 
possibility that some schools may be dealing effectively with the problem 

of absenteeism is to see whether absentee rates undergo any significant 

changes over the three years of the survey. Table 11.3 shows the number 

of persistent absentees each year in each secondary school. The number 

on roll each year is not shown in the table, but was used in calculating 

the log likelihood ratios. Again, two sets of results are given: (i) the

overall log likelihood ratio, and (ii) where this reaches significance, 

a comparison of the possible sub-groups.

Table 11.3 shows that no significant overall differences in absentee 

rates were observed in 22 of the 36 secondary schools for which information 
was available; in a further two schools the differences between the sub­

groups were not significant. In seven schools interpretation is complicated 
by the fact that significant differences were observed between one sub­

group only (i.e. 1974 and 1975? or 1974 and 1976, or 1975 and 1976); 
moreover, in six of these seven schools the difference was only significant 

at the level of p<.05. With this proviso, the results suggest a trend 

towards lower absentee rates in 1975 °r 1976 compared with an earlier 
year in five of these schools (03? 28, 29, 36, 38) and towards higher 
rates in two (08 and 11).

This leaves five schools, where significant differences were observed 

between more than one sub-group, and where, in most cases, the differences 
were greater than at the schools mentioned above. At four of these schools 

(04, 22, 27, 35) there is a clear trend towards lower absentee rates in 
1976 compared with 1974? while at the fifth (23) the reverse is clearly 
the case.

117.
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DELINQUENCY ANALYSIS: METHOD AND RESULTS

Analysis by Category and by Age Croup

Information was collected about all pupils aged eleven to sixteen 
reported in the 1976 persistent absentee survey who were known by 

the police to have been convicted of an offence in the Juvenile Court 
and/or to have received a formal verbal caution from the police 
before 1st September, 1977. Details were then entered on punch cards 
for analysis with the same standard set of programmes as was used to 
analyse the results of the three absentee surveys reported in Chapters 

9 and 10.

The number of boy and girl absentees from each age group known to 

have committed at least one offence is shown in Table 11.4; the 
number placed on a Supervision Order following appearance before the 
Juvenile Court (generally on account of delinquency rather than poor 
school attendance) is shown in Table 11.5. All age groups have been 
combined in Tables 11.6 and 11.7, which show the same information broken 
down into the e.s.w.s! categories.

The figures in Tables 11.4 and 11.5 are based on the criminal records 
of all pupils reported in the 1976 survey, including those whose 

absence was attributed mainly to illness.

Table 11.4 shows a tendency not only for the number of boy absentees



with a criminal record to increase with age, as would be expected from 

the higher prevalence of absenteeism in the secondary school years, but 

also for the proportion of absentees with a criminal record to increase 

with age. The same tendency is evident, though somewhat less consistently, 

for girls. Table 11.5 does not show a similar tendency for an age- 
related increase in the number and proportion of absentees who had been 

placed on a Supervision Order by the Juvenile Court. Apart from a 

sharp peak in fifteen year old boys, the proportion of absentees on 

Supervision Orders remained remarkably stable between the ages of eleven 
and sixteen.

As would be expected, Table 11.6 shows that pupils whose absence was 

attributed partly or mainly to illness were less often in trouble with 

the police than pupils placed in the other categories. On the other 

hand, it is worth noting that nearly twenty per cent of boys whose 

absence was attributed mainly to illness had a known record of 
delinquency. The numbers in three of the categories are too small to 

justify any conclusion (socio-medical reasons, "school phobia” and 

excluded or suspended from school). Apart from the small number of 

children who the e.s.w.s were unable to categorise, this leaves three 
categories: (i) absent with parents1 knowledge, consent and approval;

(ii) parents unable or unwilling to insist on return; (iii) truancy. 

Combined these categories accounted for 65 per cent of the boy absentees 
with a criminal record, and 60 per cent of the girls.

The results show: (i) that boy absentees tended to be more often in

trouble with the police, irrespective of category, than girls; (ii) that 
delinquency was most frequent in boys whose absence was attributed to 
truancy; (iii) that absence with parents* knowledge, consent and 

approval is associated with delinquency in a fifth of all pupils in this 

category and in the case of girls, delinquency is as strongly associated



Table 11.4 Persistent Absentees Aged 11 or Over from 1976 Survey 
Known to Have Been Convicted in the Juvenile Court and/or to Have 
Received a Verbal Caution from the Police.

AGE GROUP TOTAL
11 12 13 14 15 16

.Number of boys 
o of boy

2 1 6 12 21 47 89
absentees in 
age group

13.3 6.2 18.7 20.3 25.0 26.9 23.4

Number of girls 
%  of girl

0 1 1 7 14 34 57
absentees in 
age group

0 4.3 2.3 9.5 15.1 15.0 11.8

Total 2 2 7 19 35 81 146

% 5.1 5.1 9-3 14.3 19.8 20.1 16.9

Table 11.5 Persistent Absentees Aged 11 or Over from 1970 Survey 
Known to Have Been Placed on a Supervision Order Following 
Appearance Before the Juvenile Court.

AGE GROUP TOTAL
11 12 13 14 15 16

Number of boys 
%  of boy 
absentees in 
age group

1

6.7

1

6.2

3

9.4

4
6.8

16

19.0

13

7.4

38

10.0

Number of girls 
$ of girl 
absentees in 
age group

0

0

2

8.7

0

0

2

2.7

4

4.3

7

3.1

15

3.1

Total 1 3 3 6 20 20 53

af0 of all 
absentees in 
age group

2.6 7.7 4.0 4.5 11.3 5.0 6.1
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with this category as with truancy; (iv) that even in the 

most "delinquogenic" category - boy truants - nearly two-thirds 

of the pupils had not attracted any police record.

Table 11.7 shows that a very small proportion of girls were placed 

on Supervision by the Juvenile Court, irrespective of category.

The three categories mentioned above (absent with parents' 

knowledge, consent and approval; parents unable or unwilling 

to insist on return; truancy) accounted for 68 per cent of the 

boys on Supervision Orders. Even so,the range, in terms of the 

proportion of all boy absentees allocated to each category, was 

only from nine per cent in the case of absence with parents' 

knowledge to nearly eighteen per cent for truancy.

Apart from the total number of absentees allocated to each category 

with a known history of delinquency, it is also of interest to 

know whether absentees in some categories are more likely to offend 

repeatedly than absentees in others. This information is shown in 

Table 11.8. Except for the three pupils excluded or suspended from 

school, the results suggest a tendency for offenders whose absence 

is attributed to the three largest categories of unauthorised 

absence to commit more offences, on average, than offenders whose 

absence is attributed to other categories.

The high standard deviations, however, reflect a wide range in the 

number of offences committed.
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DISCUSSION

Statistical Analysis

In calculating the correlation coefficients between absentee 
and free school meal rates at primary and secondary schools, 
the data were converted to percentages 'of the total on roll.
This was necessary as the population from which each sample was 
drawn (i.e. the number on roll) naturally varied between secondary 
schools and their feeding primary schools. The disadvantage lay 
in the fact that correlations based on percentage data tend 
to under-estimate the true value of r. This is because a 
Pearson’s r is based on the assumption of a straight line of 
best fit, while percentage data tend to result in a mildly 
curved line. This underestimate is slight, however, and in any 
case is probably an error in the right direction when analysing 
’’soft" data of i;he sort presented here.

Demographic and School Variables

The high positive correlation between absentee rates and free school 
meal rates raises the question whether the latter should be regarded 
as a pupil variable or a school variable. In other words, is the 
predictive power of this variable as great if we exclude all absentees 
known to be receiviig - or at least eligible for - free meals from the 
.analysis? A low correlation would tend to suggest that free school 
meals should be regarded as a pupil variable; conversely, a high



correlation would tend to suggest that it should he regarded as a 
school variable. This exercise was carried out on the 1975 survey 
results. The correlation between secondary school absentee rates, 
excluding pupils receiving free school meals, and free shcool meal 

rates remained high (N = 36; r = .84; p^.OOl).

This implies that a school's free school meals rate is as reliable 
in predicting the number of absentees who are not eligible for free 
school meals as in predicting the total number of absentees. Rutter 
et al (1975) obtained a similar result when examining the association 
between free school meal rates and deviancy in their longitudinal study 
in London.

A separate issue is the validity of free school meals as a measure 
of deprivation and poverty in the school's catchment area. Tyerman 

(1958) reported no significant correlation between attendance and 
free school meal rates in a medium-sized Welsh town. Caven and Harbison 
(1978) found a significant positive correlation in Belfast, but not 
elsewhere in Northern Ireland. These results are of some interest as 
their methodology was based fairly closely on that employed in the 

present study. Combined with the Sheffield data, these results suggest:
(i) that free school meal rates are highly correlated with absenteeism 
in large cities; but (ii) that free school meal rates may simply reflect 
other social problems associated principally with the depressed areas 
of large cities. The results indicate the need for a more detailed / 
analysis of demographic variables associated with poor school 
attendance. Tibbenham (1977) has already drawn attention to the relevance 
of over-crowded housing on the basis of results obtained by the N.C.D.S. 
In Sheffield the 1971 census data is currently being used to examine the 

association between absenteeism and a wide range of demographic variables.



This work will he the subject of a future report to the D.E.S.

The differences within certain schools over the three years of the 
study are quite striking. They seem to demonstrate that the prevalence 

of persistent absenteeism can vary significantly from year to year. Some 
of the differences could perhaps be explained in terms of random variation 

from year to year which has little educational significance, even though 

it does reach statistical significance. On the other hand, this does 

not seem a credible explanation for differences such as those seen in 

schools 04, 22, 27, 35 and- 23.

Two further points are also of interest: (i) four of these five schools

were either in the middle of substantial changes and/or developments in 

the survey period, or had undergone such changes in the three years 

prior to the survey starting; (ii) four of the five schools were amongst 

the 33 per cent of schools with the highest overall mean absentee rate 

from 1974-76 and three were amongst the 20 per cent of schools with most 

pupils on free meals. The possible implication is that changes at a 
school - whether for better or for worse - are likely to have the greatest 

impact on the level of persistent absenteeism in areas with many social 
problems, where the problem is likely to be greatest in the first place. 

Further work would be needed, though, in order to confirm this suggestion.

Delinquency Information regarding Care Orders was not given in the text. 
This was because only eight boys and eight girls were known by the police 

to have received them. In all, there were 865 persistent absentees in 
the eleven to sixteen year old age range, of whom 146 were known to have 
offended. The number of Care Orders reported may be a slight under­
estimate, as there did not appear to be a consistent practice with regard 

to reporting Care Orders made on the grounds of poor school attendance 

rather than delinquency. It is nevertheless clear, that the majority of 

persistent absentees remain in the community; it is also clear that



Supervision Orders are only made in a minority of cases. Consequently, 

responsibility for the education and informal supervision of the majority 

remains squarely with the schools and the officers of the I.e.a. The 

implications of this for the e.s.w. service are discussed at greater 

length in Part V.

Another point which emerges from the study of delinquency amongst 

absentees is the rather high proportion of boys with a criminal record 

whose absence was attributed mainly to illness. This does not entitle 

a conclusion that these pupils1 absences were wrongly attributed to 

illness. Nevertheless, it does suggest that their absences attributed 

to illness may often conceal other social, and possibly emotional problems.

SUMMARY

A high correlation is reported between persistent absentee rates and 

free school meal rates; this correlation remains as high when persistent 

absentees known to be eligible for free meals are excluded from the 

analysis. Analysis of persistent absenteeism at individual secondary 

schools shows: (i) that schools vary in their success in reducing the 

sharp increase in absentee rates in the final year of compulsory 

education; (ii) that absentee rates within a school can change 

significantly from year to year; and (iii) that such changes are most 

likely to occur in schools which: (a) have a high proportion of pupils

on free meals and (b) are currently, or have recently been, in the throes 

of mfijor stress or development.

It is shown that well under one fifth of all persistent absentees have 

committed offences known to the police, and even in the case of persistent 

boy truants the proportion is only just over one third. Only six per 

cent of all persistent absentees are known to have been placed on a 

Supervision Order following Juvenile Court appearance.



CHAPTER 12 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

RELIABILITY

Raw Data from Schools. There are two distinct issues about the 
reliability of the raw data collected from schools. The first 
concerns the reliability of the schools' returns. To investigate 
this the secondary school with the highest reported rate of persistent 
absenteeism in one year (1976) was identified and an independent 
search was carried out of the attendance register of this school and 

its feeding primary schools. It was then possible to compare the 
number of persistent absentees reported by each school with the 

number identified independently by the research workers. A total of 

107 children were identified both by the school and by the researchers 
Six were identified only by the school and eleven others only by the 
research officers. Agreement of 86 per cent (107 children in common 
out of 124 identified altogether) was considered adequate for this 
city-wide survey, though it certainly points to some potential error.

The second issue concerns the criterion of 50 per cent absence 
as a predictor of overall attendance. As described in Chapters 7 
and 8, the purpose of the study was to promote knowledge about 
persistent absence. Nevertheless, the relationship between overall 
absence rates and persistent absenteeism remains a subject of interest, 
A weak relationship between persistent absenteeism and less severe 
attendance problems would suggest the possibility that persistent 
absentees are reacting to experiences which exert an "all or nothing" 
effect. In other words, either the child copes relatively well with



them, at least as far as their effect on school attendance is 

concerned, or he copes very hadly indeed. In contrast, a strong 
positive relationship between persistent absence and less severe 

attendance problems would suggest that the persistently absent pupils 
merely constitute one end of a continuum, and that their problems 
do not differ in kind from those of pupils who present less serious 
difficulties. It was possible to investigate this question in two 
ways.

(1) In the 1976 survey information was also collected from certain 
primary schools about pupils who missed more than 25 per cent of 
possible attendances in the Autumn term. This made it possible to 
correlate the number of pupils absent for 25 per cent of the time with 
the number absent for 50 Per cent at each primary school. Taking the 
primary schools which fed the seven secondary schools with the highest 
number of absentees, the results showed a high level of consistency 
between the two criteria (r=.831; N=42; df=40; p^.001).

(2) In the Autumn term 1977, Sheffield I.e.a. carried out a survey of 
attendance rates amongst fifth year pupils in secondary schools. The 
average percentage attendance at each school was calculated from the 
results. It was thus possible to correlate these results with the 
percentage of persistent absentees reported at each school in the 1976 
survey. The results of a Pearson Product Moment Correlation showed
a highly significant inverse correlation between fifth year attendance 

levels and overall absentee levels (r=-.871; N=36; df=34 p^.001).

VJhile not conclusive, the evidence suggests that the raw data 
provided by schools was of adequate reliability. Moreover, there is 
some evidence that persistent absenteeism, as defined in the present



report, is a reasonable predictor of overall attendance. The 

implication of this is that persistent absentees probably do not 

constitute a unique group, different in kind from pupils with less 

severe attendance problems, but rather should be seen as being at 
one end of a continuum.

Reliability of the Categories. The question of reliability was 
mentioned in Chapter 10, in connection with the interpretation of the 
results of statistical analysis on the numbers in each category. It 
was unfortunately not possible to carry out an inter-rater reliability 
check on the categories, since the majority of families were known to 
only one e.s.w. It would have been desirable to investigate reliability 
by asking a number of e.s.w.s to categorise the same child on two 
occasions, but this was not considered practicable. The initial 

exercise took up a great deal of the e.s.w.s1 time, and asking them 
to repeat what they had already done was thought to be undiplomatic. 
Moreover, even if this had been possible, it would not have yielded 
information on the crucial question whether different officers 
interpreted similar situations in similar ways.

The only obvious ways to investigate the reliability of the 
categorising process require two assumptions: (i) that in any one

school the relative incidence of allocation to each category will stay 
roughly constant from year to year; (ii) that the relative 
incidence of allocation to each category will not vary significantly 
from school to school in any one year, provided the comparison is 
confined to schools in roughly similar areas.

With these assumptions it is possible to investigate:
(a) whether the number of absentees allocated to a given category



varies from year to year within each school, and (b) whether the 

number allocated to a given category in a given year varies from 
school to school. In each case, low reliability would be suggested 
by significant differences.

The ten secondary schools with the highest persistent absentee 
rates were selected for analysis. The exercise was confined to the 

five categories which accounted for the majority of persistent 
absentees across the city as a whole. Even so, at some schools the 
number of pupils allocated to one or more of these categories was too 
low to justify statistical analysis. The results (shown in full in 
Appendix 7 Tables la - Ij and Ila - lie) effectively demonstrate the 

low reliability of the categorising process. After discounting 
categories with insufficient cases to justify statistical analysis, 
the number of pupils allocated to over half the remaining categories 
differed significantly over the three years in seven of the ten schools. 

At-School 16 there were significant differences in two categories, but 

not in the remaining two. Two other schools, 14 and 27, stood out 
in having no significant differences in any category.

Tables Ila - lie show that variation between schools in the 
incidence of allocation to each category is even greater than the 
variation within schools. In each of the three years of the study 
the differences were significant at the level of p<.001 in at least 

four of the five categories.

These results are not altogether surprising. As noted in 
Chapter 10, it was recognised that there would be considerable overlap 
between the categories. This problem must have been heightened both 
by changes in personnel throughout the three years of the study, and



perhaps also by differences in the sort of children which schools 

refer to their e.s.w.s. Research in other professions suggests 

that a satisfactory level of inter-rater agreement can be achieved, 
but only when the target variables are tightly defined and relate to 
observable behaviour (Rutter and Graham, 1968).

The nature of the present study made it impossible to base the 
categories on observable behaviour, and informal attempts to define 
each one more tightly produced more questions than they answered.

The reliability study described above throws severe doubt on 
the reliability of the ca/tegorisation of any particular child. 
Nevertheless, the categories may be viewed in two different ways:-
(i) as a general picture of the situation across the whole city, and
(ii) as a moderate improvement on the traditional distinction between 
truants, school refusers and pupils withheld by their parents. The 
general picture across the city remained similar throughout the three 
years, though there were some variations within individual categories.

It showed, consistently: (i) that the majority of unjustified
absentees were at home with their parents’ knowledge, and often with 
their consent; (ii) that truancy accounts for a much smaller 
proportion of these pupils; (iii) that less than half of all persistent 
absenteeism is attributed to illness; (iv) that other possible 
explanations accounted for relatively few pupils. These comments, 
however, must be considered in the light of the next section, on 

validity.

VALIDITY OF THE CATEGORIES

Problems of Validity. The questions of validity and reliability are 
logically distinct. Nevertheless, they overlap in the sense that low 
reliability implies low validity, though high reliability does not



necessarily imply high validity.

The methodological difficulties involved in investigating 

validity appear insuperable. The problem is simply that the 

e.s.w.s1 ratings were based on their assessment of the situation at 

the time. The source of their information consisted of interviews 

with parents and/or pupils, but their assessment may not necessarily 

have reflected the explanations given by the interviewees. At times, 

for example, they may have doubted the parents* statement about a 

child's illness, or they may have suspected that children who were 

said by.their parents to have been trUanting were in fact at home 

with their knowledge and approval. Theoretically, the best way to 

investigate validity would have been through a simultaneous assessment 

which was impossible as the categories had to be completed 

retrospectively. Even if it had been possible, however, it would 

not have overcome the problem since it would still have had to rely 

on the assessor's interpretation of parents' and children's 

explanations.

"Administrative Validity". There are, nevertheless, two ways of 

looking at the question of validity, the first administrative and the 

second socio-psychological. In one important sense, the categories

have high validity. This may be called "administrative validity", 

and implies simply that e.s.w.s' assessments are assumed to be valid 

when the I.e.a. makes the administrative decision to take - or not to 

take - formal action in connection with the child's poor attendance.

In practice, as noted in Part I, the I.e.a. takes formal action in 

connection with a relatively small proportion of all unjustified 

absentees. Thus, there is a process of selection in which the e.s.w. 

decide which parents or pupils they can work with successfully on an 

informal basis, and which they should recommend for more formal action



This is, of course, inevitable; all it implies is that the I.e.a. 

makes its decisions on the basis of advice from the officers 

responsible for investigating and acting upon cases of poor school 

attendance.

In practice the evidence on which the advice is based is most 

unlikely to be challenged in the Magistrates Court, since the bench 

is concerned primarily with whether or not an offence has been 

committed, and this is almost invariably established from a record of 

the school's attendance register. In the Juvenile Court the fact of 

illegal absence is unlikely to be challenged, though in Sheffield the 

implicit inference that the child is in need of care or control can 

be subjected to independent scrutiny by a social worker from the local 

social services department. This is because a social worker (or 

occasionally a probation officer) is always asked to investigate the 

circumstances and report to the court on the child's needs, even when^ 

the case is brought by the I.e.a.

The concept of administrative validity, then, implies simply 

that the assessments of e.s.w.s are accepted by the I.e.a. and the 

courts as valid, at least to the extent of basing decisions on them.

The evidence presented above about their poor reliability — and hence 

probably low validity in the scientific sense - must be viewed in the 

context of most other decisions about social policy. The nature of 

the processes involved in legal action over poor attendance is 

probably no more subjective than that of the processes involved in, 

for example, the decision to seek a place of safety order on the grounds 

of parental neglect .

" Socio-Psycho logical1'- Validity" . Although the categories may be 

defended on administrative grounds, they may legitimately be criticised



for social and psychological reasons. Essentially, the problem is 
that they all relate to family or child variables, and hence implicitly 

make certain questionable assumptions about the nature of persistent 
absenteeism. A good example is the category: "parents unable or
unwilling to insist on return". From an administrative and legal 
point of view, this is relatively straightforward, and the I.e.a. has 
a clear right to initiate proceedings against parent or pupil. It 
may be, however, that the parents are unwilling to insist on return 
because they feel - rightly or wrongly - that their child has been 
bullied at school.

It would be quite easy to draw up another list of categories 

which are all school-based. Examples are: bullied at school; afraid
of punishment/ridicule; difficulty in social relationships with other 
children; personality clash with particular teachers; crippling 
sense of educational failure, and so on. Taken in isolation, there is 
no reason, on the evidence presented so far, to believe that these 
would be any more or less valid than the categories which were in fact 
used.

There is in fact evidence from the results presented in Chapter 9 
that educational variables may be of considerable importance. The 
sharp rise in the incidence of absenteeism throughout the secondary 
school years suggests that school, and possibly community, influences 
may become more important as pupils progress through puberty and 
adolescence. The increase in the incidence of truancy - absence 
without parents' knowledge or consent - in secondary school pupils 
is further evidence for this hypothesis.

Another objection is that the categories over-simplify the 

complexity of their social and psychological correlates to the point of 
being severely misleading. Taking the same category as an example:



"parents unable or unwilling to insist on return" tells us 
virtually nothing about the parent nor about the child. The child 
may be quite amenable to the idea of return; continued absence may 
be attributable simply to a mentally or physically ill parent's 
inability to get him dressed and ready for school. In contrast the 
parent may desperately want the child to return, yet lack the physical 
and emotional strength to insist, against the wishes of a determined 
youngster.

Problems of this sort are, of course, inevitable in any system 
of categorisation. At best the categories used in the present report 
constitute moderate improvement on the traditional psychiatric 
distinction between truancy, school refusal and absentees who are 
withheld by their parents. The point at issue is merely that the 
categories tell us nothing about the social, psychological or 
educational correlates of absence.

CONCLUSIONS

Summary. The results presented in Chapters 8 - 1 1  confirm the 
suggestion from the pilot project that the incidence of persistent 
absence from school does not vary throughout the primary school years.
In the secondary schools there is a sharp increase each year, with the 
notable exception of the penultimate year of compulsory education, 

when persistent absentee rates remain similar to the previous year.

Secondary schools vary enormously in their absentee rates, but 
much of this difference is associated with intake variables. 
Nevertheless, there is reasonably good evidence for the view that 
school variables may have a notable impact on absentee rates, especially 
in areas of social deprivation.



Well over 50 per cent of all persistent absentees are thought 
to have "been absent without a legally acceptable reason. Truancy 
is extremely rare amongst persistent absentees from primary schools, 
and is thought to account for less than 25 per cent of absentees 
from secondary schools. E.s.w.s consider that absence with parents’ 
knowledge, though not always with their active consent, accounts for 
many more pupils than truancy. Other categories of absence are also 
considered but are found to be less important numerically. The uses 
and limitations of the categories are discussed; it appears that 
they provide a useful overview, primarily from a legal and administrative 
view-point, but cannot provide valid information about the nature of 
the educational, social and psychological stresses associated with 
persistent absence.



PART III

A STUDY OF PERSISTENT ABSENTEES

CHAPTER 13 SELECTION OF SCHOOLS AND PUPILS 

INTRODUCTION

The most important questions for policy and professional practice 
left unanswered by the city-wide persistent absentees surveys relate to:

(1) the nature of the educational, psychological, and family 
characteristics of persistent absentees, and in particular the 
prevalence of behaviours associated with truancy and school refusal;

(2) the nature of school variables associated with persistent 

absenteeism;

(3) the use in general of specialist advice in connection with poor 
attendance, and in particular whether absentees who are referred to the 
l.e.a.fs psychological service differ from absentees who are not 

referred;

(4) age and sex differences in the relative influence of school, 
family and neighbourhood.

More specifically, the city-wide surveys suggest the following 
possibilities:

(1) . that school and community influences may become more important 
in adolescence than in the primary school years;

(2) conversely, that family deprivation or emotional disturbance 

may be more relevant in the primary school years;

f
1 4 0.



(3) that behaviours associated with school refusal and truancy 

may have a much higher frequency than is suggested by the clinical 

literature.

The first two possibilities are suggested by the observation 

that absentee rates rise sharply throughout the secondary school years. 

The third is suggested: (i) by the number of pupils whose parents

were thought to be "unable or umfilling to insist on return - since 

a characteristic of school refusal in the clinical literature is the 

child1s refusal to return and the parents1 inability or reluctance to 

pursue the question - and (ii) by the generally low reliability of 

the categories, which suggests the possibility of multi-faceted causation.

METHOD

Choice of Area and Background Considerations. In planning an 

investigation to explore some or all of these issues, three choices 

had to be made:

(1) whether to attempt to study a total population of persistent 

absentees'in one selected area, or to draw a sample at random from 

across the whole city;

(2) whether to concentrate on an in-depth study of one age-group, or 

to select pupils from all age-groups;

(3) whether to interview both pupils and their parents, or to 

increase sample size by confining the inquiry to pupils.

Dealing with the last two questions first, it was considered 

essential to interview parents in order to assess the influence of 

family and social variables. It seemed unlikely that a project based 

solely on information from pupils would yield convincing evidence either



on the nature of the stresses associated with absence or on the 
prevalence of behaviours associated with truancy and school refusal 
as described in the clinical literature. Similarly, it seemed 
important not to select pupils from one age-group, since this would 
make it impossible to explore the possibility that the critical 
variables might alter with age, as suggested above.

The decision whether to aim to interview all unjustified 
absentees in one part of the city or to draw a sample at random from 
all schools was more difficult. Eventually the author decided to 
concentrate on one secondary school and its eight feeding primary 
schools. In reaching this decision the following points were relevant

(1) the city-wide surveys had shown that persistent absence was 

highly correlated with socio-economic hardship in the catchment -areas; 
therefore seemed appropriate to select an area known to have an 
exceptionally high proportion of children receiving free school meals - 
in other words, to concentrate attention where the problem was 
greatest;

(2) the clinical literature reviewed in Part I suggested a tendency 

for school refusal to be associated with a higher social class than 

truancy . It seemed possible that this might be an artifact of 

referral policy; if so, a random or total sample of absentees in a 
deprived area might show many similar symptoms.

(3) concentrating the study on one area is the most appropriate 
method for investigating possible age differences in the variables 

associated with absence. Selecting one secondary school "pyramid” 
(secondary school and feeding primary schools) reduces the possibility 
that differences observed between secondary and primary age groups are 
caused by neighbourhood differences over which the study has no control



(4) the possible influence of school variables might be 
underestimated by selecting pupils from across the city; extreme 
dislike of a particular subject, for example, would not come to 
light unless it happened to be the same subject at all or most 
schools in the sample;

(5) finally, but by no means least, teachers in the selected 
school were concerned about the problem of absenteeism and were 
willing to cooperate in the project.

The Schools. The mean number of pupils of compulsory school age 
on roll in secondary schools covered by the city-wide survey was 

1,023 (s.d.=367). The size of the secondary school selected for 
study was within one s.d. of the mean. Over 12 per cent of the pupils 
received free school meals - a high proportion by comparison with most 

of the Sheffield schools. Almost all of the catchment area was 
characterised by many social problems, and with few owner occupied 
houses. Prior to secondary school reorganisation into a comprehensive 
system the school did not have a selective intake. Most of the 
pupils lived within three miles of the school.

The catchment area divided roughly into three sections. Two of 
these had three primary schools and the third had two. The primary 
schools ranged in size from nearly $00 to nearly 200.

Selection of Samples. Pour samples were selected:

(1) absentees from the secondary school; this sample consisted of 
all pupils reported in the school's return on the city-wide survey 

for the Autumn term 1975» apart from: (a) pupils whose absence was
thought to be justified by illness, (b) those in (3) below, and 

(c) fifth year pupils in the year 1975-76; the latter were excluded



from the sample partly in order to reduce it to a manageable size, 

and partly because it was intended that interviewing should continue 

throughout the academic year 1976-77» by which time these pupils 
would have left school;

(2) persistent absentees from the feeding primary schools; this 
sample was selected in the same way - all pupils reported on the Autumn 

1975 survey, excluding (a) those whose absence was thought to be
justified by illness, and (b) those in (3) below;

(3) all pupils in one part of the city who were referred to the 
l.e.a.’s psychological service on account of poor school attendance 
over the two year period 1974-75 and 1975-76; the area included the 
secondary school pyramid of (1) and (2) above, but extended beyond 
it; pupils who had already metthe criteria for samples (1) and (2)
were included only in sample (3); the only criterion for inclusion
was that the children must have been referred for advice from a 
psychologist in connection with poor attendance; it was not required' 

that they must have missed more than a specified amount of schooling;

(4) good attenders selected from the same class as (a) the secondary
school absentees who were still on the roll of the school at the start
of the school year 1977-78 (thus excluding the oldest age-group in
the original sample and a smaller number of the remainder who had left 
the school), and (b) the primary school absentees who attended the 
primary school with the highest number of pupils in that sample 
(i.e. Sample (2) above); the pupil selected x-jas the first one, after 

the absentee pupil, who had been present for at least 85 per cent of 
possible attendances in the previous term.

Details of the samples are given in Table 13.1. The following
points should be made about the selection of samples:

(1) the higher number of pupils in the sample of secondary school



absentees reflected the higher prevalence of absenteeism in this 

age group;

(2) the number of parent interviews in the good attenders sample 

was originally intended to lie between that of the secondary school 

absentees and the other two samples; unfortunately response rate 

for this sample was somewhat less satisfactory, so that sample size 

was only slightly larger than that of the primary absentees and the 

referred pupils; reasons for this are discussed in more detail below; 

the number of interviews with children was further depressed as the 

five primary school pupils were all aged less than eight, and it was 

not felt that interviewing such a small number of pupils of this age 

would yield useful information;

( 3 ) the response rates in Table 1 3 . 1  refer only to parental 

willingness to cooperate; a few of the children proved much more 

difficult to contact than their parents; full details of the numbers 

from each sample contributing to each item of information are given 

in the relevant chapters on the results.

Table 1 3 . 1  Details of Samples

Number ident­
ified for 
sample

Number whose 
parents agreed 
to participate! 
and were 
interviewed

Percentage of 
parents 
agreeing to 
participate

Secondary School 
Absentees 41 39 95
Primary School 
Absentees 21 20 95
Pupils Referred 
to Psychological 
Service 22 20 91

Sood Attenders 31 23 74

#



Cooperation was sought from parents of secondary and primary 

absentees by means of a letter from the Chief Education Officer. This 
letter explained the purpose and confidential nature of the project 
and suggested a time and date when the author or one of his colleagues 
might call in order to ask them whether they would be willing to take 
part. Parents of the referred sample were contacted direct by the 
author, in view of their previous contact with the l.e.a.'s 
psychological service of which the author was a member.

Parents of the good attenders were contacted by their school1s 
head teacher. In the primary school this was done verbally, and 
all five parents contacted agreed to be interviewed. In the secondary 
school contact was by letter, with a request for parents to complete 

a tear-off slip saying whether or not they agreed to take part. As 
indicated in Table 13.1, this method proved less successful, although 

the overall response rate of the good attenders was still 74 per cent.

Interviewing of parents and pupils started in July 1976 and 
continued on a part-time basis throughout the following year. The 
majority of interviews with parents and pupils in the three absentee 
samples was completed within twelve months, but a few families proved 
exceptionally difficult to trace, usually owing to change of address; 
in these cases interviewing was not finally completed until 
February 1978. The good*attender sample was deliberately left to 
last for the following reasons:

(1) it was thought that they would be a great deal easier to contact, 
if only because the children could be interviewed in school;

(2) it was thought desirable to interview the absentees as soon as 
possible after the academic year in which they were recorded on the 
city-wide survey; (in fact the interviews were spread over an 

undesirably long time period, but evidence in Chapter 16 suggests that



this should not have introduced too much bias as the majority were 

still attending very irregularly at the time of interview);

(3) the practical difficulties in arranging "blind” interviews 

(at which the author would not know whether the target child was an 

"ordinary" absentee, a referred absentee, or a good attender) proved 

insuperable. Having established this, from a methodological point 

of view there seemed little objection to choosing a sample of good 

attenders at a later date to the absentees; the important points 

were: (a) that they should be attending well at the time of interview,

and (b) that the age distribution should roughly represent that of the 

original sample; both these requirements were met - (although none 

were drawn from the oldest age-group of the original sample, the delay 

in seeing the good attenders meant that their ages at the time of the 

interview were similar). Details of age and sex distribution are t 

given in Table 13.2.

Table 13.2 Age and Sex Distribution

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good * 
Attenders

Boys: N= 18 10 12 9
Girls: N= • 21 10 8 9
Total: N= 39 20 20 18

Mean age at 
time of int­
erview with 
parents

15 0/12 9 8/12 13 4/12 15 6/12

s.d. 10/12 2 10/12 2 1 0 /1 2 6/12

*Calculations are based only on the secondary school good attenders. 
The five primary school good attenders consisted of one boy and four 
girls, all aged 6-7 years.





All the interviews were carried out by the author, a trainee social 

worker on placement with him, and two research officers appointed 

to Sheffield School and Home Project. Pull details are given in 

Tables 13.3 an<̂  13.4. It should be noted that the information in 

Table 13.3 refers to the number of parents who were interviewed.
This is not identical to the number of pupils whose parents agreed 

to take part (Table 13.1), as parents were only interviewed on one 

occasion where two children in the family were included in the 

samples.

It will be seen from Tables 13.3 and 13.4 that the majority of 
interviews in each sample were carried out by the author, with the 
exception of those with the good attenders and the parents of secondary 
school absentees. These were carried out by research officers and a 
social work student under the author’s supervision. Details of, 
interview content are given in the appropriate chapters below.

Statistical Analysis The majority of statistical analyses was 

carried out with the log likelihood ratio, whose theoretical 
advantages over chi square were described in Chapter 9. This test 
allowed results from all four samples to be compared; when a 
significant.result was obtained, pairwise comparison was performed. On 
occasion it was also necessary to test the difference between means, 

for example in questionnaire and test results, with the t test for 
uncorrelated means. The estimate of t was based on pooled variance 

or separate variance as appropriate. For ease of visual analysis, results 
have been converted into percentages for presentation in tables in the 

test and in appendices. The statistical calculations, though, were based 
on the actual numbers.
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CHAPTER 14 INTERVIEWS WITH PARENTS

INTRODUCTION

Design of Interview. The interview schedule was designed to 
provide a range of information on: (i) family structure and
living conditions; (ii) the medical histories of the target child 
and of other members of the family; (iii) the incidence of 
behaviours associated with truancy and school refusal in the.clinical 
literature; (iv) the parents1 attitude towards education and their 

perception of the target child's difficulties at school; (v) relat­
ionships within the family. Selection of items for inclusion was 
based on the clinical literature and on the author’s previous clinical 
experience.

The interview was semi-structured in the sense that there was 
an expectation that all items would be covered, but that they would 
not necessarily be covered in the order, nor even in the systematic 
manner, indicated on the schedule, Eor example, parents often gave 
explanations for their child’s absence from school spontaneously at 
any stage in the interview, thus reducing the need for systematic 

questions on the subject.

There was some doubt about the most appropriate way to collect 
information on the child's and the family’s medical histories. The 
principal issue was the poor reliability of information based on 
memory. On the other hand the use of medical records would have 
raised major ethical and practical difficulties. The eventual 
decision was to ask parents for information on their own and their 

children’s medical histories, but to supplement the parents’ accounts



with a health questionnaire known as the Malaise Inventory 
(Rutter et al, 1970). This questionnaire was selected for its 
satisfactory reliability, and its reasonable validity in identifying 
psychiatric disorder as diagnosed at a comprehensive psychiatric 
interview (Chadwick, 1976). Chadwick suggests that when using the 
instrument for screening, or in the identification of likely 
psychiatric disorder, the optimum cut-off point is seven positive 

responses for adults, and six for adolescents.

In addition, parents were asked to complete the final section 

of the parents* version of the Rutter Scale (Rutter et al, 1970).
This is a questionnaire covering aspects of poor health or behaviour 
associated with emotional disorder. The sections dealing with 
health and habit problems were omitted for two reasons: (i) to
avoid overlap with the interview schedule; (ii) because the small 
sample size would make interpretation of positive responses difficult, 
and several of the items had not previously been reported as occurring 
frequently in children with school attendance problems; (iii) because 
it was considered essential to aim'at completing most interviews in 

less than 90 minutes. The disadvantage in omitting the first two 
sections lay, of course, in preventing the possibility of-comparison 

with a national sample. On the other hand, the most important 

comparisons for the present study were to be drawn between the four 

Sheffield samples. The reason.*- for seeking completion of the final 
section, on behaviour problems, was to supplement the information 
obtained in interview. It was also hoped to provide material for a 
direct comparison between teachers* assessments and parents*, since 

all of the 18 statements on the parents' scale have their counterparts 
on a teachers' scale. Unfortunately, however, this did not prove 
possible (see Chapter 16).



Copies of the interview schedule, the health questionnaire and 

the Rutter Scale are given in Appendix 8, Interview Schedules la, lb 

and Ic.

Informants. No attempt was made to exclude children from the interview 

with their parents. In practice, some parents took it for granted 

that their children would be present, while others asked if the 

interviewer wished to see them on their own. The answer to this 

question was the! he did not mind, but would be quite happy for the 

children to stay if the parent had no objection. There was a 

subjective impression that the presence of children improved the 

validity of the interview - many of the children took delight in 

correcting their parents or jogging their memory. An analysis of 

informants in each sample showed a slight, but statistically significant 

overall difference between the four samples, with a tendency for children 

to be present more often during interviews with parents of the secondary 

school absentees. However, this difference did not reach statistical 

significance when each sample was compared with the others, and it 

was not considered to have introduced any important bias. Details 

are given in Appendix 8 Table I.

The atmosphere in the interviews was generally relaxed. They 

lasted from just under one hour to well over three hours.

RESULTS - I Housing, Employment and Family Structure.

Nature of Accommodation. In all four samples the majority of pupils 

lived in the older forms of council housing, either estates of semi­

detached dwellings or high-rise flats. Details are shown in 

Appendix 8 Table II. The majority of families in all four samples



had "been living at the same address for at least four years 
(Appendix 8 Table III).

The samples did not differ significantly in terms of family 
size, overcrowding (defined by the rather strict criterion of at 
least three people per bedroom after assuming that the parents occupy 
one bedroom on their own) or intact families. The good attenders 
were significantly more likely to be oldest, youngest or only children 
than the secondary absentees. Details of these results are given 

in Appendix 8 Table IV.

Some differences between the samples are seen in Table 14»1•

Table 14.1 Parental Employment

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=38

Primary
School
Absentees

N=17

Referred
Absentees

N=19

Good 
Attend­
ers

N=22

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

df=3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups

df=3

Neither par­
ent in cur­
rent employ­
ment

52.6

PER

52.9

CENT

52.6 9.1
15.26
P<.01

Sec. & GA:
12.88 p<.01
Pr. & GA:
9*49 P<*05 
Ref. & GA:
9.88 p<.02

Parents have 
received 
social sec­
urity in 
last 12 
months

65.8 88.2 63.2 27.3
16.96
P<.001

See. & GA:
8.51 p<.05
Pr. & GA: 
15.74 p£.01

Mother or 
step mother 
in employ­
ment*

36.1 35.3 26.3 63.6 6.94
NS

Father or 
step father 
unemployed 
or alive but 
not support­
ing family *

64.7 60.0 61.1 19
12.97
p<.01

Sec. & GA: 
11.48 p<.01

* N = 36, 17, 19, 22 *N = 34, 15, 

153.

8 , 21



The good attenders were significantly less likely to live in families 
with neither parent working than pupils in any of the three absentee
samples. Similarly: (i) their parents were significantly less likely
to have received social security at some stage in the previous twelve 

months than those of both secondary and primary school absentees; 

and (ii) their fathers or step fatherswere significantly less likely 
than those of secondary school absentees not to be supporting the 
family financially. The general picture to emerge from these 
results is clearly that severe school attendance problems are 
associated with financial hardship to a degree that does not exist in 
the families of good attenders. Evidence on possible reasons for 
this financial hardship is presented below.

RESULTS — II Health and Early History.

Coding. Information on medical history provided in the course of the
interview was coded as follows:

(1) chronic illness: this referred to any recurrent or persistent 
ailment or condition that necessitated medical treatment at fairly 

frequent intervals. Examples were bronchitis, asthma, skin conditions, 
migraine and so on;

(2) serious illness or accident: this referred:to accidents or to 
illnesses not covered in (1) above which had necessitated in—patient 

treatment for at least 24 hours; in the case of parents this referred 
to accidents or illnesses in the target child's life-time.

Parents were asked whether the target child had even been 
separated from either of them for over two weeks. Initially it was 
hoped to distinguish between separations in the first five years of life



and subsequently, "but it gradually became clear in the course of the 

interviews that parents' memory of the exact time when separation had 

occurred was often extremely hazy and the distinction was abandoned 

as too unreliable to be useful.

Informants were asked whether they thought the child would 

remember any bereavements of close relations (parents, grand-parents or 

siblings). No age or time limit was imposed. Finally parents were 

asked about their own and their children's involvement with social work 

agencies. The question explicitly included the possibility of help 

from voluntary agencies such as the Family Service Unit or the N.S.P.C.C. 

Conversely, involvement with the I.e.a. psychological service was 

excluded from the analysis, since this service was involved, by 

definition, with all the referred absentees; the l.e.a.'s education social 

work service was also excluded since this service was involved with all 

pupils in the absentee samples - precisely because they were absentees.

Children's History. Children in the four samples did not differ 

significantly in their own or their siblings* frequency of chronic 

illness nor of serious illnesses or accidents (Appendix 8 Table V).

Table 14.2 shows that the referred absentees were significantly more 

likely to have experienced over two weeks* separation from their 

mothers and from both parents, though not from their fathers. The 

four samples did not differ significantly in the number of bereavements 

suffered, nor did the three absentee samples differ significantly in any 

of the parental separation items.

Table 14.3 shows a highly significant tendency for social work 

agencies to have more contact with pupils in the secondary and primary 

school absentee samples or with their families, compared with the good 

attenders. In addition there was a tendency for more of the referred 

absentees to have been in Care, thought this did not reach a

1 5 5 .
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significant level on pairwise comparison.

Parents were asked whether "socio-medical1' problems, as 
described in Chapter 10 had led to the target child missing more than 
a few days of school. When a positive reply was given, the reason 
was normally found to be head infestation. Lack of appropriate clothing 

for school was seldom a problem for the secondary school pupils, probably 
because the school had a flexible policy with regard to uniform. The 
results showed that the primary school absentees were significantly more 
likely to have missed school for socio-medical reasons than any of the 
other three samples. The differences were most marked in the comparison 
between the primary school pupils and the referred absentees and the 
good attenders. With the latter groups, these problems appeared to be 
rare and absent respectively.

Table 14>2 History of Separation from Parents and Bereavements.

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=39

Primary
School
Absentees

N=20

Referred
Absentees

N=20

Good
Attend­
ers

11=23

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

df=3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups
df=3

History of 
y 2 weeks' 
separation 
from mother

41.0

PER

30

CENT

60 17.4 9.29p<.05
Ref. & GA: 
8.59 p<-05

History of 
> 2 weeks1 
separation 
from father

53.8 60 75 34.8 7.45
NS

History of 
> 2 weeks' 
separation 
from both 
parer̂ t-s

35-9 30 55 13.0 9.16
p<.05

Ref. & GA: 
8.93 p<.05

2V 1 bereave­
ment of 
close rel­
ative*

53.8 45 40 27.3 5.01
NS

* N = 38, 17, 19, 22
156.



Table 14.3 Involvement with Social Work Agencies and Incidence 
of Socio-medical Problems.

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=39

Primary
School
Absentees

N=20

Referred
Absentees

N=20

Good
Attend­
ers

N=23

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

df=3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups
df=3

Social work 
agency curr­
ently invol­
ved with 
child

46.2

PER

35

DENT

70 8.70 19.70
P<.001

Sec. & GA:
10.55 P<.02
Ref. & GA:
18.74 P^.OO

Child has 
been in 
Care

28.2 10 45 13.0 8.86
p<.05 NS

Social work 
agency curr­
ently invol­
ved with 
others in 
family

48.7 75 60 21.7 13.86
p<.01

Pr. & GA 
12.82 P<.01

£  1 sibling 
has been or 
is in Care

35.9 25 25 13.0 4.18
NS

7/1 parent 
in Care/ 
living away 
from home/ 
at boarding 
school as a 
child*

12.8 30 15 30.4 5.10
NS

History of 
"socio-med­
ical” probl­
ems

28.2 70 15 0 28.90
P<.001

Sec. & GA: 
8.62 p <.05 
Pr. & Ref.: 
13.21 P<.01 
Pr. & GA:

* N = 38, 17, 19, 22 26.48 p<;.001
Pr. & Sec.: 
9.58 p<:.05

Parents1 Histories. No significant differences were found between 
the three absentee samples in the incidence of chronic illness in either 
parent, nor in the incidence of severe illness or accidents in either 

parent. The only result which discriminated between any of the absentee



samples and the good attenders was that the latter were significantly 

less likely to have both parents suffering from chronic illness than 

the referred pupils (Appendix 8 Table VI).

Rather more interesting results were obtained from the Health 

Questionnaire. The mean scores of mothers in each sample were 

calculated, and that of each sample compared with each of the others 

using the t test for means of independent samples (Table 14.4)* The 

results show mothers of the good attenders to have a significantly 

lower mean score than any of the three absentee samples. An 

alternative but less satisfactory approach is to use the cut-off point 

of seven positive responses as the best predictor of psychiatric 

disorder - i.e. the criterion score which results in the smallest 

proportion of false positives and false negatives combined. In this 

respect, Table 14-5 reveals no significant differences between any of 
the four samples in the present study. Even when frequency of response 

to individual items is examined, few differences emerge (Appendix 8 

Table VII). However, it is also possible to compare the scores of 

these groups with those of two samples from the standardisation sample 

on the Isle of Wight: (i) a "pure control" sample of mothers who were

all known not to suffer from psychiatric disorder, and (ii) a 

"psychiatric" sample of mothers who had been diagnosed as suffering 

from some disorder at psychiatric interview. The results in Table 14*5 

show: (a) that none of the Sheffield samples differ significantly from

the Isle of Wight psychiatric sample in the proportion scoring above 

criterion; (b) that all of the Sheffield samples differ significantly 

from the Isle of Wight pure control sample in the same respect. The 

implications of these results are discussed below.

Parents1 Education. The majority of mothers and of fathers in all four 

samples were educated at Secondary Modern Schools. The majority of
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mothers in all four samples claimed to have attended school regularly 
themselves, but only half of the fathers, though the differences did 

not reach statistical significance (Appendix 8 Tables VIII and IX).

RESULTS - III Information from Parents on Childrens Behaviour,
Educational Difficulties and Whereabouts when not in School.

Social Relationships. To assess the target child1s social
relationships out of school, parents were asked:' (i) whether a
friend had called at the house in the last week; (ii) whether he
generally stayed in the house in the evenings and at week-ends;
(iii) in the case of adolescents aged thirteen or over, whether he/she
had a boy/girl friend; (iv) whether they had any particular hobbies or
interests, or belonged to any club or youth organisation. No
significant differences were observed between the absentee samples.
The only item in which any of the three absentee samples differed
significantly from the good attenders was (i) above; fewer of the
referred sample parents reported that a friend had called at the
home in the last week (Appendix 8 Table X).

Children’s Whereabouts When Absent from School. Parents of the 
absentee pupils were asked how often they knew their children’s 
whereabouts when thejr were not at school - "generally” , "sometimes", 
or "seldom". The second two replies imply occasional or regular 
truancy, while the first implies that few of the child’s absences . 

were attributable to truancy. The three absentee samples did not 
differ significantly in the number of children whose absences were 
reported by their parents "generally" not to be due to truancy.

At least 25 per cent of parents in all samples, including the 
good attenders, admitted to anxiety about their children when they 
left home in the morning, though this obviously did not always lead



to poor school attendance. Several parents in the three absentee 

samples maintained that illness was a frequent reason for their 

children missing school. There was a non-significant tendency for 

a higher proportion of parents in the secondary sample to say that 

the child was needed at home to help the parents or look after the 

siblings. Surprisingly, both this and illness were also cited by 

one of the good attenders1 parents as a frequent reason for absence. 

The results are shown in Appendix 8 Table XI.

Contributory Factors at School. Parents were asked about eight 
possible contributory factors at school (Table 14.6). Five of 
these did not differentiate between the samples to a significant 

degree, but interesting differences were observed in the remaining 
three. Fear of a particular teacher and extreme dislike of a 
particular subject in the curriculum were both reported significantly 
more frequently in respect of secondary school absentees than of the 
primary school pupils. Fear of a teacher also distinguished the 
secondary school absentees from the good attenders, though this was 
not true of dislike of any particular subject. The referred 
absentees were characterised by a much greater frequency of 
difficulty in social relationships with other pupils, though this 
fell just short of significance in the comparison with the secondary 
school absentees.

Parents’ Reports on Children’s Behaviour. Information on behavioural 
problems is summarised in Table 14*7. There was a consistent 
tendency for parents of the good attenders to report a lower incidence 
of difficult behaviour, and in six of the ten items there was a 
significant overall difference between the four samples. On pairwise 
comparison, however, only one significant result was obtained; a 
history of stealing, either from within or outside the home, was 
reported significantly more often in the referred absentees sample
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compared w i t h  th e  good a t t e n d e r s .

Table 14.7 Parents1 Reports on Child*s Behaviour.

I Secondary 
School 
Absentees

N=39

Primary
School
Absentees

N=20

Referred
Absentees

N=20

Good
Attend­
ers

N=23

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

df=3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups
df==3

Child shows
anxiety
about harm
befalling
parent/about
parent1s
health

35.9

PEE

45

CENT

45 8.7
10.29
P<.01 NS

History of 
anxiety 
about leav­
ing home

51 .3 55 40 17.4
9 .14

p<v*°5 NS

Psychosomatic 
symptoms 
associated 
with school 
attendance

20.5 15 40 17.4
4.23
NS NS

Abdominal
pains 46.2 35 25 13.0 . 8.38 

P<.05
NS

Eating diff­
iculties 15.4 25 25 17.4

1.24
NS NS

Sleep dist­
urbance 23.1 0 30 13.0

7.88
PC.05 NS

Enuresis 20.5 15 20 4.3 3.89
NS NS

Stealing 28.2 30 50 8.7 9.63
P<.05

Ref. & GA:
9 .6 0  p<.05

Lying 12.8 20 45 8.7 9.96
p<.05 NS

Wandering 25.6 20 35 13.0 2.99
NS NS



J O'



The mean scores of each sample on the "Behaviour Statement" 
of.the Rutter (A2) Scale are shown in Table 14*8, and the responses 

to individual items in Appendix 8 Table XII. Analysis of the 
individual items reveals only three significant differences, all of 

which show a tendency for the descriptions (’'squirming, fidgety 

child", "often destroys own or others1 property" and "often tells 
lies") to apply to more of the referred pupils than the good attenders. 
The same tendency is evident from analysis of the mean scores, where 
both the secondary school absentees and the good attenders obtain a 
significantly lower mean score than the referred absentees.

Cumulative Disadvantage and Multiple Behaviour Problems. The results 

presented above show the incidence of each behavioural item and each 

item from the social history. In addition to knowing whether the 

four samples differ with respect to any one measure of disadvantage, it 

is also important to know whether they differ in the total number of 

measures. Similarly, it is as important to know how many items of 

disturbing behaviour apply to-each child as it is to know which ones 

apply. These questions may be investigated by summarising for each

child: (i) the total number of measures of disadvantage and/or 

potential stress in his family, and (ii) the total number of behaviour 

problems reported, and subsequently calculating the mean for each sample.

Nineteen measures of disadvantage were selected from the data 

presented above. .Details are given in Appendix 8 Table XIII. Certain 

items were omitted to avoid possible overlap: "father or step father

unemployed^or alive but not supporting family" was considered to overlap 

with "parents receive social security, or have done so within the last 

twelve months". Conversely, "not living with both parents" and "child . 

has been/is in Care" were both included, since it was felt that being





in Care constituted an additional risk factor over and above the 

fact of not living with both parents.

Behavioural items were drawn from three sources:

(i) items reported by parents as "definitely" applying on the 

"Behaviour Statement" of the Rutter (A2) Scale; (ii) items in 

Table 14.7 (parents' reports on child's behaviour); (iii) items 

in Table 14.6 (parents' assessment of contributory factors at school), 

with the exception of the item relating to whether parents knew their 

child's teachers. Some doubt was felt as to whether the school items 

should be included. The decision to do so was based on the view that, 

implicitly or explicitly, they described disturbing aspects of the 

child's behaviour at school, and in the case of the absentee pupils 

were frequently cited as contributory reasons for absence.

Table 14*9 shows the mean number of measures of disadvantage 

for each sample and Appendix 8 Table XIV their relative frequency in 

each of the four samples. Tables 14*10 and Appendix 8 Table XV 

give the same information on behavioural items. The results of the 

first two tables are unequivocal. On average, children in each of 

the three absentee samples are living with significantly more 

measures of disadvantage and/or potential stress than the good attenders. 

There appear to be no significant differences between the three 

absentee samples.

The picture with regard to multiple behaviour problems is 

different. The referred sample differ significantly from the other 

two absentee samples and from the good attenders in the higher number 

of problems reported by parents. The secondary pupils were also 

reported to show significantly more behavioural problems than the good 

attenders.
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Table 14.11 Family Attitudes and Relationships

Secondary
School
\Absentees

N=39

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attend­
ers

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

N = 2 0 N=19 N=23 df=3
PER C

10

'ENT
1 0 . 5 3 9 .1

8 . 3 2
p < . 0 5

30 5 7 . 9 2 1 . 7
1 1 . 6 3
P < . 0 1

45 52.6 2 1 . 7 4 . 9 5
NS

0 0 1 3 . 0
Nos.
too
small

80 52.6 4 3 . 4
6 .98
NS

5 0 8 . 7
Nos.
too
small

100 9 4 . 7 2 6 . 1 5 7 . 5 5  
PL . 0 0 1

0 5 . 3 2 6 . 1 7 . 5 1
NS

55 4 2 . 1 2 1 . 7
6.27
NS

20 2 6 . 3 13.0 4 . 5 6
NS

60 52.6 3 0 . 4
2 . 8 0
NS

60 2 6 . 3 4 3 . 4
4 . 8 6
NS

65 52.6 5 6 . 5
1 . 9 4
NS

15 1 0 . 5 0
2 . 8 4
NS

Cooperative 
with school
Hostile tow­
ards school
Materially 
indulgent to 
child
Reluctant to 
accede to 
child’s requ­
ests
Overprotec- 
tive
Demand high 
degree of 
independence
Passive/inad- \ 
quate in 
t h e i r control/ 
of child 7

Firm/controll-\ 
ing J
Child over­
dependent on 
parent
Child too 
independent 
of parent
Child wilful 
or stubborn
Child generally 
helpful and 
cooperative
Child has warm,' 
satisfactory 
relationship 
with parent
Child has tensê  
mutually unsat­
isfactory 
relationship 
with parent )\

30.8

59

35.9 

12.8

51.3

20.5

71.8

7 .7

48 .7

35.9

38.5

48.7

69.2

10.3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups

df=3

NS

Sec & GA 
8 .4 8  p<.05

Sec & GA
12.57 p <.01
Pr & GA 
28.05 P<.001 
Ref & GA 
23.13  p ^.001





Parents* Attitudes and Family Relationships. A form designed to 
record and code aspects of family attitudes and relationships was 

completed after each interview. The form (shown in Appendix 8 

Interview Schedule la) gave seven descriptions in the form of 

opposites on a presumed continuum, for example:

Eager to cooperate Average Hostile towards
with school *......... ........ ’school

Coding was on a five-point scale. A score of three represented a 

position of apparent neutrality in the example above, but in some other

dimensions, for example "passive/inadequate....... firm/controlling"

could be seen as representing a "happy medium".

The use of opposites on a continuum is controversial (Hargreaves, 1977).

They were used here for two reasons: (i) it was felt that they might yield
clinically useful information, since most of the items were suggested 

by evidence in the clinical literature on truancy and school refusal;

(ii) the method of assessment described above lends itself to 

investigation of inter-rater reliability. This question is dealt 

with in the Discussion section below.

In collating the results in Table 14-11 scores of three were 

ignored and the two ratings at each end of the continuum were combined.

Thus, ratings of one or two were combined to produce the number of 

children whose parents were thought to be "cooperative with school"; 

similarly scores of four and five were combined to produce the number

whose parents were thought to be hostile towards school. The evidence

relates to the child’s relationships with, and the attitudes of the 

mother, except when the interview was with the father only. This 

was the case with five parents in the good attenders sample and with 

three in the sample of secondary school absentees. Information on 

fathers' attitudes was generally less complete in each sample, and 

is not presented here.





Only two significant results were obtained. The mothers 

of secondary school absentees were,perhaps unsurprisinglyT 

significantly more likely to be hostile towards their children’s 

school than mothers of the good attenders. The same tendency was 

evident with mothers of the referred absentees, but just failed to 

reach a statistically significant level. Of more interest, the 

mothers of the good attenders were significantly less often rated 

as "passive-inadequate” than those of children in all three absentee 

samples. This observation is consistent with the health questionnaire

results. Together, the evidence suggests a high incidence of

depressive reaction in the mothers of persistent absentees living 

in a depressed inner-city area. This is, of course, to be expected 

from the results of epidemiological research on psychiatric disorder 

in inner-city areas (Rutter et al 1975)-

DISCUSSION

Validity. It is not generally possible to check on the validity of 
information provided in "one-off" research interviews. There is a 

prima facie case for supposing that false negatives are probably 

more common than false positives; people are more likely to deny the 

existence of problems that might be thought to reflect badly on 

themselves or their families than to admit to problems that do not 

exist. There were in fact a small number of rather obvious false 

negatives in the responses to the Health Questionnaire. A few 

families, mainly, though not exclusively in the referred sample, 

gave extensive evidence of severe physical and psychiatric health 

problems in the course of the interview, yet answered almost every 

question in the Health Questionnaire in the negative. This might 

have been due to response bias - which could also explain some of the 
very high scores - but may also have reflected dislike for the

1 7 0 .





formality of this questionnaire in comparison with the relatively 
informal nature of other parts of the interview.

Hence, it seems quite likely that the evidence constitutes 
an under-estimate of the prevalence of some problems. On the 
other hand, the pattern of responses gives some support to the view 
that the interviews were reasonably valid.: For example, the high
rate of positive replies to the question about socio-medical 
problems, usually head infestation, in the primary absentees 
sample seems inconsistent with the view that a lot of parents were 
trying to conceal a socially unacceptable symptom. Similarly, 
the small number of parents in the same sample who made any complaints 
about their children's school seems inconsistent with the view that 
they wished to project responsibility for the children's absence on 
to the school. A further check on the validity (and reliability) 
of information provided by parents is to compare it with replies to 
similar questions put to their children as part of the child interview 
schedule. This is dealt with in the next chapter.

Reliability. The reliability of information provided in the course 
of a semi-structured interview is notoriously difficult to investigate 
An attempt to do so was made by using the form described above for 
recording and coding aspects of family attitudes and relationships.

An observer was present in interviews in connection with thirty 
children. The author was either observer or interviewer in each case 
After the interview, the observer and the interviewer completed the 
form independently. If both parents took part in the whole interview 
the form was completed in respect of both parents; if one parent was 
absent, the form would be completed only if sufficient information was 

available. As noted above, each item was coded on a 1-5 point scale.





For the reliability study, the author's ratings on each item were 

summed and correlated with the sum of the observer's ratings. For 

example, if the interviewer completed the form in respect of only 

one parent and gave ratings on the seven items of 2,1,5,3,1,4,2 -and 

the observer gave ratingsof 1,3,2,4,4,3,1, the totals for .correlation 

would be 20 and 18. This method appears similar to that used by 

Rutter (1987) in the reliability study on the Children's Behaviour 

Questionnaire. The test used was the Pearson Product Moment 

Correlation.

Three correlations were performed:

(1) interviews in connection with fourteen children in which the 

author or a trainee social worker, who had been involved in the design 

of the interview schedules, was either interviewer or observer: 

r=.92, p<.001;

(2) interviews in connection with sixteen children in which the 

author, trainee educational psychologists or research officers on 

Sheffield School and Home Project were either interviewer or observer: 

r=.93, p<.001;

(3) 30 interviews, combining (1) and (2) above: r=.92, p^.001.

Before placing too much emphasis on these impressive looking 

results it should be remembered that they are based on the overall 

totals, and do not constitute any statement about the reliability of 

individual items. Moreover, with this method it is quite possible 

for major discrepancies to cancel each other out, for example if 

the two ratings on one item are 1 and 5» and on a second 5 an(i 1 •

In fact, there were few, if any, discrepancies of this order, but the 

principle is still valid. To reduce the results to their lowest level, 
they fail to demonstrate the unreliability of the interview, and tend





to suggest that the author and his colleagues agreed quite well 

in their general inferences about aspects of family attitudes and 

relationships.

Results. Analysis has concentrated so far on the differences between 
the groups, in an attempt to answer some of the questions posed in 
Chapter 13. Between group comparison should not, however, obscure 
the high prevalence of certain variables within all four groups, or at 
least within all three of the absentee groups. In this connection it 
is worth noting that the parents of over half the children in each • 
of the absentee samples were unemployed at the time of interview, and 
over 60 per cent had received social security or similar payment within 
the previous twelve months. Nearly a third of children in all four 
samples had a history of chronic illness and/or of serious illnesses 
or accidents. Nearly a half of their mothers obtained health questionn­
aire scores consistent with clinical psychiatric disorder. Social work 
agencies were involved with the families of nearly 50 Per cent of the 
absentee samples and 20 per cent of the good attenders1 families. Over 

a third of families in all three absentee samples were living in 
conditions of multiple disadvantage as measured by a total of at least 
nine of the measures listed in Appendix 8 Table XIII.

Turning to the children1s behaviour and family relationships, at 
least 40 per cent of absentees had a history of anxiety about leaving 
home, and over a third of pupils in all three samples had shown anxiety 
about their parents’ health - a point which is discussed further in 
the next chapter. Over 70 per cent of parents in all three absentee 
samples were considered passive or inadequate in their control of the 
child - a figure which almost certainly reflects the high prevalence 
of depressive disorder in the health questionnaire.
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Taken together, these results tend to suggest: (i) that
persistent absentees in the area under study are experiencing severe 
social problems; (ii) that in many cases the children’s behaviour
is consistent with descriptions of school refusal in the clinical

0

literature, but (iii) that the clinical significance of the child’s 

behaviour has to be seen in the context of his own and his family’s 
present circumstances. This point is dealt with in greater detail 
in the comparison between truants and non-truanting absentees in 
Chapter 17*

SUMMARY

Evidence on family circumstances from interviews with parents 
supports the view that persistent absence from school is associated 
with multiple deprivation. There is some evidence that social 
problems are of relatively greater influence in the primary absentees 

sample, while school factors become more important in the secondary 
age group. Although relatively few differences were observed between 
the three absentee samples, there is a fairly marked tendency for 

parents of the referred pupils to report a greater number of behavioural 
difficulties inside or outside the home than parents of the other 
primary and secondary school absentees.





CHAPTER 15 INTERVIEWS WITH CHILDREN 

INTRODUCTION

Design of the Interview. Interviews with the children had four 

broad aims:

(1) to establish the reasons for absence from school from the
S1 *

children’s point of view;

(2) to gain some idea of children’s accounts of their own activities 
when absent from school;

(3) to explore the possibility that the samples differed with 
respect to intellectual ability and/or educational attainment;

(4) to assess the children’s needs from the point of view of possible 
future counselling.

The parts of the interview schedule dealing with (1) and (2) 

above were based closely on the relevant sections of the interview 
with parents and need little further explanation. The approach was 
semi-structured and included reasons for absence to do with possible 
stresses at home, as well as reasons to do with school. When a 
child stated his dislike of or anxiety about some aspect of school, he 
was asked to elaborate on the theme and to give specific details. 
Similarly, when there was evidence of difficulties at home, whether in 
terms of family relationships, or of other problems, further questioning 
aimed to elicit their nature and the child's perception of them. If 
a child indicated that he did not want to discuss something, this was 
respected, but in practice it happened very seldom indeed. The majority 
of children seemed delighted at the opportunity to talk (though finding 

some of them in the first place, especially the truants, required great



perseverance).

Unless more detailed information was already available from 
cognitive assessment, a shortened version of the Wechsler Intelligence 
Scale for Children or its revised version, WISC-R (Wechsler, 1976) 
was used for intellectual assessment. The sub-tests selected were 
Vocabulary and Similarities, since these tests have the highest 

test - re-test reliability, at least in the original WISC, and have 
also been used extensively in epidemiological research (Rutter et al, 
1970; Berger et al, 1975) on account of their high correlation with 
academic performance.

Except in a very few cases when other recent test results were 
already available, reading ability was assessed with Schonell's Graded 

Word Reading Test using the norms developed in Salford in 1971 "by 
Bookbinder (Schonell and Goodacre, 1974)* These norms were selected 
partly for their relative recency, but additionally because they were 
established in a predominantly working class area, and might thus 
provide a more valid measure for the present study than national norms. 
Schonell’s test was selected with considerable reluctance, since it 
is simply a word-recognition test and yields no information about the 

development of higher-level reading skills which may be crucial to a 

child's educational progress and adjustment. A further problem is 
that the revised norms only reach a Reading Age of 12.6. Above this 
level, at which 83 out of 100 words have been read correctly, a 
graded word recognition test becomes even more inappropriate.

On the other hand, the reading test was intended simply as a 
screening procedure, to identify children with rather obvious 
difficulties. Bearing this restricted purpose in mind, Schonell’s 

test did not seem too unsuitable. It was used principally because



administration usually takes less than five minutes, and none of the 
numerous more useful tests was as economical in time. It was 
considered essential to aim at completing the interview within an 
hour to an hour and a half, which meant allowing a maximum of 
fifteen minutes for cognitive and educational assessment. This was 
also the reason for selecting the short form of the WISC described 
above in preference to the alternative form described by Yudin (1966).

Three procedures were used to assess counselling needs;

(1) The 1975 revision of the Lewis Counselling Inventory (Lewis and 

Pumfrey, 1975) was given to all children except a few primary school 
absentees who were not old enough to understand it. Although 
unpublished at the time of the present study, the LCI was selected for 
four reasons: (a) it identifies pupils who have exceptional problems 
in the areas of interest to research on absenteeism, namely: 
relationships with teachers, family and peers, and the personality- 
related variables of irritability, social confidence and health; (b) it 
has satisfactory test - re-test reliability; (c) roughly 75 Per cent
of pupils are stated to consider the Inventory gives an adequate 
picture of their problems; (d) validity can be checked, to some 
extent, by means of a lie scale.

(2) The Health Questionnaire used in the interview with parents was 
administered to all pupils of secondary school age.

(3) A Repertory Grid was given to all pupils, with constructs aiming 
to elicit information on aspects of the child's self-image. The 

principal purpose of this was to provide information of a clinical 
nature that might be of value when preparing illustrative case histories 
for subsequent seminars with teachers. The grids met this limited 

objective successfully. Preliminary analysis, however, cast



considerable doubt on their usefulness in drawing comparisons 

between the samples, and it was decided not to proceed with the 
analysis. No details are given in this report, but the results 

will be used in a later paper dealing more comprehensively with the 
subject of the perceptions of self and environment in absentee pupils.

The interview schedule a n d  counselling inventory are shown in Appendix 9.

Informants. Selection of the samples has already been described.
In practice, it proved more difficult to arrange interviews with 
some pupils than with their parents. One of the good attenders was 
in hospital. One child in the primary school sample was too 

severely withdrawn to interview, and repeated attempts to contact one 
primary school child and one referred pupil proved unsuccessful.

Three of the secondary school pupils left school before they could be 
interviewed, one refused to take part, and one was being sought by 

the police after absconding from a community home. It was decided 

that no useful purpose would be served by interviewing the five infant 
school good attenders, since the number was too small to justify 
comparison with the primary school absentees. Hence the number of 
children actually seen in the secondary, primary, referred and good 
attender samples was 34, 18,19 and 17. As a proportion of the number 
of parents seen (excluding the infant school good attenders) these 
numbers represent 87 per cent, 90 per cent, 95 per cent and 94 per 
cent.

METHOD AND RESULTS - I INFORMATION FROM INTERVIEW

Children were asked about their activities when not at school.
From the replies it was possible to distinguish between children who
(i) claimed to spend most of their time in school hours at home (i.e. 
not to be truanting); (ii) claimed to spend some of their time at 
home (i.e. were truanting occasionally); (iii) claimed to spend little



or no time at home (i.e. were usually truanting). The results are 
shown in Table 15•1 - Very few of the primary school absentees

Table 15.1 Pupils* Explanations of Absence.

Secondary
School
Absentees

I

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attend­
ers

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups

N=34 N=18 N=19 N=17 df=2 df=3

PER CERT

Mainly at 
home 50 83.3 57.9 n/a 6.02

p<.05
NS

Some tru­
anting 23.5 0 21.05 n/a 10.95p<.02
Mainly
truanting 26.5 16.7 21.05 n/a 0.70

NS

appeared to have been truanting, but half the secondary school 
absentees and nearly half the referred sample described their activities 

in a manner consistent with occasional or frequent truancy.

The pupils' accounts in Table 15.1 appear very similar to those 
of parents when they were asked how often they knew of their children's 
absence from school (Appendix 8 Table XI). As a further check on 
the reliability of their information, the original interviews were 

re-examined.

It was assumed that if parents generally knew their children's 
whereabouts when they were absent from school, then the children would 
generally claim to be at home in school hours. 43 children in the 
absentee samples were interviewed whose parents claimed generally to 
know their whereabouts when they were absent from school. Of these



children, 88 per cent claimed to he mainly at home during school 
hours. Conversely, 28 children were interviewed whose parents said 
their absence was seldom or only sometimes with their knowledge. Of 
these, 82 per cent described their activities when absent from school 
in terms of occasional or frequent truancy. Hence, information about 
truancy appeared to be reliable in most cases.

The good attenders stood out sharply from the primary school and 
the referred absentees, and to a lesser extent from the secondary school 
absentees, in being more likely to have interests outside the home 
(Table 15.2). At first sight this seems inconsistent with evidence 
given in Appendix 8 Table X, where no significant differences were 
found in the number of children reported by their parents to belong to 
a specific youth organisation or to have specified hobbies. Only the 
parents of seconda^ school pupils were asked that question, however, 
whereas in the child interview all pupils were asked about their out of 
school activities. Any regular, purposeful activity was accepted; for 
example going swimming, or regular visits to a relative (if the child 
went on his own or with other children) were accepted, though a 
statement about ’’playing out” was not (however purposeful that might 

have been from the child’s point of view).

Table 15.2 Children with Interests Outside Home.

Secondary Primary Referred Good Log lik­ Compar­
School School Absentees Attend­ elihood ison of
Absentees Absentees ers ratio sub

groups
N=34 N=18 11=19 N=17 df=3 df=3

PER CENT
Number of 
children 
with outside 
interests

32.3 5.6 5.3 70.6
26.1
p<.001

Pr. & GA
17.9
p<.001
Ref. & GA 
18.7
p^.001

/ 180.



Table 15*3 shows a tendency for more pupils in all three 
absentee samples to express anxiety about their parents' health or 
safety than the good attenders, though this only reached significance 
with the secondary school absentees. A similar tendency was seen 
in absentee pupils' reports about staying at home to help their 
parents or to look after younger siblings, though this did not reach 
significance in any of the pair-wise comparisons. Compared with the 
good attenders significantly more of the referred absentees expressed 
anxiety about academic failure and difficulty in social relationships 
with other children as contributory reasons for absence (Table 15.4). 
Only one contributory factor in or out of school was reported to 

distinguish the three absentee groups to a significant extent: more

secondary school absentees than primary school absentees expressed 
fear of a particular teacher as a contributor factor.

Table 15.3 Children's Accounts of Contributory Factors Outside School.

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attend­
ers

Log lik-
lihood
ratio

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups

N=34 N=18 N=19 N=17 df=3 df=3

PER CENT
Socio-med­
ical reas­
ons 14.7 22.2 10.5 0 3.69

NS
Pear of harm
befalling
parent

73.5 55.6 47.4
1..11 u 11 11
23.5 12.40

p <.01
Sec. & GA 
11.89 
p<.01

Illness a 
frequent 
reason for 
absence

35.3 38.9 31.6 11.8 4.29
NS

Influence of 
peers

32.4 16.7 15.8 5.9 4.79
NS

At home to 
help parents/ 
look after 
siblings

55.9 27.8 26.3 17.6 9.69
p <.05 NS

1 8 1 .



Table 15.4 Children's Accounts of Contributory Factors at School.

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=34

Primary
School
Absentees

N=18

Referred
Absentees

N-19

Good
Attend­
ers

N=17

Log lik­
elihood 
ratio

df-3

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups
df-3

Bullying or 
teasing 29.4

PER

33.3

CENT

31.6 17.6 1.38
NS

Fear of 
teacher 64.7 22.2 36.8 29.4 11.53

p<.01
Sec. & Pr. 
8.87 p<.05

Extreme dis­
like of any 
particular 
subject

55.9 38.9 52.6 35.3 2.73
NS

Boredom - 
child feels 
lessons are 
irrelevant to 
his needs

50
«

16.7 42.1 41.2 6.03
NS

Sense of acad­
emic failure 44.1 44.4 78.9 23.5 12.31

p<[.01
Ref. & GA
11.69 P4.01

Difficulty 
with social 
relationships 
with other 
pupils

23.5 33.3 52.6 0 13.87
p<\001-

Ref. & GA
10.42 p<.02

Anxiety/self­
consciousness 
related to 
sexual devel­
opment and/or 
relationships

8.8 5.6 36.8 5.9 9.47
p <.05 NS

METHOD AND RESULTS - II INTELLIGENCE AND READING ABILITY

As noted above, the purpose of assessing reading ability was to 
identify children who were likely to be experiencing considerable 
difficulty in school* Interpretation of the results is complicated by 
the fact that the upper limit of the norms is a Reading Age of 12.6 and
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over 14 years old. A pupil aged more than fourteen and a half, for 
example, might have superior reading ability, yet his RA would appear 

in the results simply as ”̂ >12.6". Nevertheless, if the same pupil 

obtained a RA of ̂ 12.6 this could safely be regarded as evidence for 

at least two years backwardness in reading, since he had failed to 
demonstrate a RA in excess of 12.6. The criterion can, of course, 

be strengthened to three years backwardness by reducing the RA to <T11.6. 
¥ith children aged fourteen and a half or less, the criteria are more 

straightforward, namely a RA of two or three years below CA.

The proportion of pupils from each sample whose reading was 
backward are shown in Table 15.5 and the mean VSIQ in Table 15.6. No 
significant differences in IQ were noted, the mean for all samples 
lying in the below average range. The referred pupils had a greater 
range of ability, which is reflected in a higher standard deviation.

The striking features in Table 15.5 on the incidence of reading 
difficulties are (i) the very high percentage of backwardness in all 
four samples and (ii) a tendency for more of the good attenders to be 
seriously backward in reading, compared with the three absentee samples.

Two points should be made about this somewhat disconcerting 
result: (i) the difference reaches statistical significance only in the 
comparison between the good attenders and the primary pupils; the latter 
may be at an advantage in this sort of comparison if absence from school 
has a cumulative effect on attainment, simply because they are younger;

(ii) the good attenders were selected from the same class as the 
secondary school absentees, with many from the ’remedial1 classes; it is 
at least possible that some absentees were placed in those classes partly 
because of their absence, while the good attenders were placed in them 

entirely because of their lack of ability. Unfortunately, it was not felt 
that Schonell’s test lent itself to a useful distinction between reading 

retardation and reading backwardness.



METHOD AND RESULTS - III COUNSELLING NEEDS

Health Questionnaire. The mean score of each sample on the Health 

Questionnaire is shown in Table 15-7 and the number scoring above 

criterion in Table 15-'8. The number of pupils giving positive 

responses to individual items is shown in Appendix 9 Table I. No 

significant differences were found between the good attenders and the 

referred absentees. In contrast, the mean scores of the secondary 

school absentees were significantly higher than those of the good 

attenders, and a similarly higher proportion scored above criterion.

The individual items which distinguished the secondary school absentees 

from the good attenders were: (i) VDo you often get worried about things 

things?" (ii) "Are you easily upset or irritated?" (iii) "Do you 

often suffer from an upset stomach?" The implications of these 

results are discussed below.

Table I5.7 Children’s Mean Scores on Health Questionnaire.

Secondary Referred Good Sec • & Sec • & Ref. &
School Absentees Attenders Ref. GA GA
Absentees t t t
N=34 N=13 N=17 df=45 df=49 df=28

Mean Score 6.38 4.69 3.35 1.38 2.76 1.19
s.d. 4.0 3.1 3.0 NS p 008 NS

Table 15.8 Pupils Scoring At or Above Criterion on Health Questionnaire
Secondary Referred Good Log likelihood Comparison
School Absentees Attenders ratio between
Absentees sub-groups
N=34 N=13 N=17 df=2 df=2

Score ̂  6 52.9 30.8 17.6 6.73
P<-05

Sec. & GA
6.24 p<.05
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Lewis Counselling Inventory. The 1975 revision of the Lewis 
Counselling Inventory contains 40 statements in the following six 
areas

(1) relationships with teachers (8 items)

(2) relationships with family' (7 items)

(3) irritability (6 items)

(4) social confidence (7 items)
(5) relationships with peers (6 items)

(6) health (6. items)

To the right of each item there are two boxes, in which the pupils 

indicates his agreement or disagreement with each item. Each item is 

scored one or three, the latter indicating the greater need for 

counselling. If items are omitted, or the pupil marks both the "agree” 

and the "disagree" boxes, a score of two is given. In addition, there 

is a lie scale of six items, each scored 0 or 4; if the subject agrees 

with four or more of these, a "lie score" of 16 or over, the scores on 

the other six scales should be treated with great caution. The lie 

scale items are not included in the total.

Provisional norms for each of the six scales and for the total 

have been provided by Brock (1975)» Based on results from nearly 1,500 
third year secondary school pupils from eight comprehensive, three 

secondary modern and two grammar schools in the North West of England.

The inventory assumes a reading age of abo\rt ten and a half. It 

was generally read to pupils with a R.A. of less than eleven, but even 

so the language proved too complicated for several primary school pupils, 

and a number of the older children needed some assistance in unravelling 

the double negatives implied in disagreeing with statements which were





already in the negative. There was a non-significant tendency for 
more of the primary school absentees to score unacceptably high on 
the lie scale (Appendix 9 Table II), but this was almost certainly 
due to their difficulty in understanding the items. The whole of 
this sample was therefore excluded from the subsequent analysis, as 
were all pupils in the other three samples who scored at or above 
criterion on the lie scale.

The mean total scores of secondary school absentees, referred 

absentees and good attenders are shown in Table 15*9? no significant 
differences were observed. If absentees have exceptional counselling 

needs, it might reasonably be expected that a higher proportion of 
absentees than of good attenders would obtain scores in excess of one 
standard deviation above the mean obtained by the standardisation 
sample. In fact, Appendix 9 Table III shows that this is not the case, 
while Appendix 9 Table IV shows that the four samples do not differ 
significantly when the criterion is lowered to the number scoring above 
the mean. The implication of these results and the usefulness of the 

L.C.I. as an index of the need for counselling is discussed below.

Table 15.9 Mean Total Score on L.C.I.

Secondary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

See. & 
Ref. 
t

Sec • & 
GA 
t

Ref. & 
GA

t
N=25 N=16 N=15 df=39 df=38 df=29

Mean Total 
Score 65.52 66.88 64.67 0a "St

C\1. .60
s.d. 11.1 9.9 10.7 NS NS NS

DISCUSSION

Reliability and Interpretation. Information provided by the children 
was generally reasonably consistent with that obtained in the interviews





with parents. The instances where it differed were probably 

attributable to the ways the questions were worded. Thus, according 
to the parents, good attenders were not more likely to belong to any 
specific youth organisation, yet the children1s accounts suggested that 
they were in fact engaged in more -purposeful activities out of school 
hours than many of the absentees. Another apparent discrepancy lay 
in the relevance of socio-medical factors as a contributory cause of 
absence. This was mentioned by a substantial number of the absentees’ 
parents, particularly those of primary school pupils, but by few of 
the children themselves. There are two possible reasons: (i) that the
children felt embarrassment about the symptom; (ii) that the children 
did not regard this as a reason for much of their absence, even though 

it might have initiated absence in the first place.

Reasonably high agreement between pupils and their parents on the 
prevalence of truancy has already been noted. Another issue is the 

legitimacy of children’s anxiety about their parents' health. Over 
half of the secondary and primary school absentees and nearly half of 
the referred sample expressed fear of harm befalling a parent as a 

contributory reason for absence. An important question that arises 
from this is whether the anxiety is irrational. Much of the literature 

on school refusal, reviewed in Part I, stresses the neurotic nature of 
the children’s separation anxiety. If, however, the parents are 
actually in poor health, the anxiety would seem to be a rational response 
to stress. It is possible to investigate this by matching positive 

responses to the question about harm befalling a parent with the parents* 
score on the Health Questionnaire.

Table 15.10 shows the results. They suggest that the majority of 
pupils in the secondary and primary school absentee samples may'diave 

good reason to be anxious about their parents, at least as far as their





mental health is concerned. The lower proportion of mothers scoring at 

or ahove criterion in the referred sample is surprising, hut other 
evidence from the interview suggested strongly that in many cases the 
low health questionnaire score did not reflect lack of stress in the 

family, or even the parents’ health. As noted in the Discussion 
section of the last chapter, there were some very obvious false 
negatives. The general impression was that in the majority of cases 
the children had good reason to feel anxiety about harm befalling 
their parents.

Table 15.10 Health Questionnaire Score of Mothers of Pupils
Expressing Anxiety about Harm Befalling their Parents.

Secondary School 
Absentees

N=25

Primary School 
Absentees

N=10

keferred
Absentees

N=9

Mothers’ score 
^7 on Health 
Questionnaire

72

PER CENT 

90 44.4

Test and Questionnaire Results. The brief cognitive and educational 
assessment suggests that not only the three absentee samples but also 
the good attenders were of below average intelligence and were quite 
seriously backward in reading. As noted above, however, the latter 
were selected from the same ability-banded class in school as the 
secondary school absentees, and it is therefore not possible to make 
any statement about their attainments by comparison with a random 
sample from the school as a whole.

The largely negative results from the L.C.I. tend to cast doubt 
on this instrument’s usefulness, at least in clinical work with 

absentees. It could be agreed that the results are useful in demonst­
rating that absentees - whether referred to the psychological service

189.





standardisation sample. On the other hand, there is ample evidence 

from other parts of the interview with children and from the interviews 

with parents, that these children are in fact exposed to - and affected 

"by — a substantial number of stressful experiences both at home and at 

school. A further problem with the L.C.I. is the number of double 

negatives in the questions, which caused difficulties for many of the 

less able pupils.

SUMMARY

A brief cognitive and educational assessment showed a large 

proportion of pupils in all four samples to be of below average 

intelligence and to be severely backward in reading. The prevalence 

of truancy did not differ between the absentee samples to a significant 

degree, though it was less common amongst primary school absentees. In 

respect of truancy, there was high reliability between pupils’ and 

parents* accounts. Nearly 75 ?2r cent of secondary school absentees 

and somewhat fewer in the other absentee samples expressed anxiety 

aboiit harm befalling a parent. The secondary school absentees differed 

from the primary school absentees in expressing greater fear of particular 

teachers. The referred absentees expressed significantly more anxiety 

than the good attenders about academic failure and about difficulty in 

social relationships with other pupils. The secondary school absentees 

scored significantly higher than, the good attenders on the health 
questionnaire, indicating poorer mental health, but-the Lewis Counselling

/ v

Inventory was found not to discriminate between the groups* .
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INTRODUCTION

The intention at the start of the research was that a teacher who knew 

each child well should complete a Rutter Scale (B2) and a short 

questionnaire designed specifically for the project. Unfortunately 

this intention was based on the unrealistic assumption that all very 

poor attenders would be known well by at least one teacher. In practice, 

teachers of 49 per cent of the pupils originally identified for the 

sample of secondary absentees felt unable to complete the Rutter Scale 

(B2). They explained that the children’s absence had been so prolonged 

that they could not complete the form reliably and - quite correctly - 

saw no point in responding at random. The same applied to teachers of 

33 per cent of the primary school absentees and 32 per cent of the referred 

sample.

Inferences based on the results of small sample research have always

to be treated with caution. When the sample size is further reduced,

as in the present case, it becomes even more difficult to draw conclusions

from the available information. It could be.argued that the completed

Rutter (B2) Scales should give a useful picture of the behaviour in

school of those absentees who had become reasonably well known to at

least one teacher. This is true, but it overlooks the point that the 
of

reliabilit^questionnaire-based information falls rapidly with a drop in 

the number of cases on which it is based. When there is evidence that 

the cases themselves are unrepresentative of the population from which 

they are drawn - in this case a total population of persistent unauthorised 

absentees - the problem becomes even more acute.

For these reasons, it was reluctantly decided not to present the results 

of analysis of the school questionnaire and the Rutter (B2) Scale. More 

complete information was, however, available on the children’s attendance

191. cont.



for two years from the Autumn term 1975. In addition, information was 

available about children who had been in trouble with the police.

ATTENDANCE.

Details were extracted from school records about the attendance, of all 

pupils whose parents agreed to take part in the project. A six term 

period was covered from the Autumn term 1975 up to, and including the 

Summer term 1977. A small number of children was lost to the survey, 
mainly through committal to care or (in the Summer 1977) through leaving 

school. A few more children had prolonged but legitimate absences, due 

for example to temporary reception into care, or a period with relatives 

away from Sheffield. In these cases, calculations on attendance were 

based on the part of the term in which the child both could and should 

have been attending.

Tables 16.1 - 16.4 show (i) the sum of possible attendances each term 
for all pupils in each sample; (ii) the sum of actual attendances each 
term for all pupils in each sample; (iii) the mean per cent attendance 
calculated from (i) and (ii) above. Statistical analysis was not considered 
appropriate. The problem is partly that the data for each term are not 
discrete, since they refer to the same children. Moreover even if one did 
make the highly dubious assumption that they could be regarded as discrete 

within each term, the numbers are so large that small differences which 
have little or no educational significance nevertheless have statistical 

signigicance. The attendance of the good attenders, for example ranged 
from 90.5 per cent to 93.9 per cent over the six terms. Overall this 
would be highly significant (log likelihood ratio 33.15; d.f. = 5;

hard to see any educational significance

The results suggest that :



apart from a small improvement in the three terms of 1976 the 

secondary school absentees continued to attend school highly 

irregularly in the five terms following the Autumn term 1975; 

in no term did the mean per cent attendance reach 44 per cent;

in contrast the mean per cent of the primary school sample did 

improve, slowly but consistently, in each of the six terms for 

which evidence is available, and by the Summer term of 1977 was 

nearly 60 per cent, or over 20 per cent higher than two years 

previously;

the referred pupils had a somewhat higher initial attendance, in 

the Autumn term 1975, than the secondary and primary school 

absentee samples; subsequently they continued, on average, to 

attend better than the secondary school absentees, but less well 

in 1976-77 than the primary school absentees;
ftthe good attenders continued to attend regularly.

In the courseof the two academic years 1975-77, nine pupils in the 

referred sample were transferred to special schools. In three of these 

cases transfer was initiated by Family and Community Services Department 

following a period in care. Two children went to schools designated for 

maladjusted pupils, two to schools for ESN(.M)4ialadjusted pupils, and 

five to schools for delicate pupils. An obvious question is whether these 

pupils subsequently attended school more regularly. In fact, they 

averaged 34 per cent attendance before transfer to special education, 

compared with 68.6 per cent subsequently. This compares with an overall 

average of 42 per cent for the eleven pupils in the referred sample who 

were not transferred to a special school.

DELINQUENCY

Table 16.5 shows (i) the number of children in each sample with a record

195.

( i)

( ii)

(iii)

( iv)
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Table 16.5 Number of 'Pupils Known “by the Police to have Committed 
at least one Offence by 31st August, 1978

• Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary*
School
Absentees

Referred*
Absentees

Good*
Attenders

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

N=39 N=16 N=18 N=18 df=3
• > PER CENT

Pupils known 
to have com­
mitted)^ 
offence

35.9 37.5 11.1 11.1 7.80
NS

Pupils known 
to have been 
placed on a 
Care Order

2.6 6.3 0 0 nos. too 
small

Pupils known 
to have been 
placed on a 
Supervision 
Order

20.5 25 11.1 0 5.41
NS

■^Excludes pupils attending Infant or First Schools on 1st September 1977

Table 16,6 Number of Offences Committed by Pupils with a Record of 
Delinquency

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

N=14 N=6 N=2 N=2

Number of
offences
committed

120 36 15 5

Mean 8.57 6 7.5 2.5
s.d. 12.11 7.75 7.78 2.12



of delinquency known to the police by 31st August 1978, and (ii) the 

numbers known to have been placed on a care order or supervision order 

following a juvenile court appearance.

The reasons for including formal verbal cautions with the data on 

convictions are : (i) that the police cannot administer a verbal caution 

unless guilt is not disputed, and (ii) verbal cautions are formally 

recorded and influence the police in deciding what action to take if the 

child offends again. The information on pupils knovnto have been placed 

on a Care Order or Supervision order may be an under-estimate, since 

the police do not always record them if they do not result from police 

action.

In addition to knowing how many pupils in each sample were known to have 

committed at least one offence, it is also of interest to know how many 

offences they had committed. This information is given in Table 16.6.

The results in Table 16.5 shows tendency for more pupils in both secondary 

and primary school samples to have committed at least one offence than 

pupils in either the referred or the good attender samples. However, 

the difference does not reach statistical significance. Table 16*6

shows that the secondary school absentees also tended to commit more
pupils

offences, though the figures in the table obscure, the fact that two/^14.3 

per cent) accounted for 57.5 per cent of the offences, and five (35.7 per 

cent) for 90 per cent. The numbers in the two samples are, of course, 

too small for statistical analysis to be meaningful.

DISCUSSION

The data on subsequent attendance makes somewhat depressing reading, 

which is only partly alleviated by the moderate rise in the attendance 

of primary school absentees. It is of interest, however, that the nine 

pupils in the referred sample who went to special schools attended on

199.



average twice as frequently following transfer as when they were in 

the mainstream. Although their initial attendance was worse than that 

of pupils who were jiot referred, their subsequent attendance was a 
good deal better.

It would be wrong to deny the special schools credit for this encouraging 

result, but three additional points should be made (i) in two cases 
transfer coincided with removal from grossly disturbed and unsatisfactory 

home backgrounds by reception into care; in a third case transfer 

coincided with return home after a period in care; (ii) one child attended 

a delicate school as a resident from Monday - Thursday nights; (iii) four 

of the remaining children were collected from home by taxi each morning, 

and brought home from the special school in the evening. It seems at least 

possible that these points may have facilitated better attendance, in 

addition to the fact of special school transfer as such.

The evidence on the incidence of delinquency is broadly consistent with 

that presented in Chapter 11 on the 1976 City - wide persistent absentee 

survey. The number of primary school absentees who had offended is 

somewhat surprising as is the relatively low number of referred absentees.

At first sight this seems inconsistent with evidence from the interviews 

with parents in Chapter 14. These results suggested that the referred 

sample presented more behaviour problems than either of the other absentee 

samples. There are two possible explanations for this apparent inconsistency

(i) the referred pupils were referred, at least in part because their 

parents were more worried about their behaviour then parents of children 

in the other samples, and consequently sought advice from the school;

(ii) the social isolation of many of the referred pupils led to them 

presenting more problems at home than outside home. The present evidence 

does not justify conclusions about the relative merits of these possib­

ilities, though parents of referred absentees were certainly not more



notably co-operative towards their children’s schools than those of 

the other two absentee samples.

SUMMARY

Mean per cent attendance for all samples is shown for each term from 

Autumn 1975 - Summer 1977. The results suggest that persistent absence 

from school has a poor prognosis. Only the primary school absentees 

showed any consistent improvement in percentage attendance rate over 

the two year period. The prognosis is improved in the case of children 

transferred to special education, though the reasons for the improvement 

are not straightforward. Information on pupils known to have committed 

criminal offences shows 'fever cf "the referred absentees and the good 

attenders to have committed offences than either secondary or primary 

school absentees.*



CHAPTER IT TRUANCY OR SCHOOL RERJSAL: a HELPFUL DISTINCTION?

INTRODUCTION

Background In Part I of this report we pointed out that the 

distinction between truancy and school refusal has been criticised on 

both theoretical and practical grounds, The research described so far 

was not intended to add fuel to - or even clarify - this particular 

controversy. Rather, it aimed :- (i) to report on the characteristics 

of a group of persistent absentees who had not been formally diagnosed 

as truants or school refusers at psychiatric or psychological interview, 

and on the potential stresses they experience at heme and school;

(ii) to examine the possibility that they differ in few, if any, 

systematic ways from, absentees living in socially depressed areas who 

are referred for an educational psychologist’s opinion; (iii) to 

compare them with a sample of good attenders.

Nevertheless, information provided both by parents and by 

children made clear that some of the latter were occasionally or 

frequently truanting when illegally absent from school, while others 

were not. At the risk of re-stating the obvious, two points should be 

made here:- (i) that a child’s t r u a n q y  does not necessarily preclude 

the presence of all or any of the symptoms associated in the psychiatric 

l i t © r a t u r e with school refusal; (ii) that non-truancy (i.e. the child 

generally remaining at home with the parents’ knowledge) does not 

necessarily imply a diagnosis of school refusal at psychiatric interview. 

Information obtained from the three absentee samples identifies 

truants with some reliability, but it does not follow that all of the 

remainder would be described clinically as school refusers. The results 

do, hcwever, allow a comparison between children who truant at least 

occasionally when they are absent from school and absentees who seldom



while for two reasons; (i) the samples were based on all absentees in 

a given area, and all absentees who had been referred to a psychologist, 

rather than the minority of absentees who are formally diagnosed as 

truants or school refusers at psychiatric interview; (ii) more than 

85/̂  of pupils in all three of the original samples lived in depressed 

areas with many social problems, thus overcoming the difficulty in 

some of the clinical literature that observed psychological and 

educational differences between truants and other absentees may be 

attributable to a middle-class bias in referral policy; the truncated 

nature of the samples, including scarcely any middle class children, 

was an advantage for this purpose.

Sample Selection Combining the three absentee samples, the parents of 

48 children claimed "generally" to know about their child's absence when 

they were not at school. These will be known as the "non-truants". The 

parents of the remaining 31 children "seldom" or only "occasionally" knew 

of their child’s absence. These will be referred to as the "truants".

The decision to include pupils in the referred sample in this exercise 

could perhaps be criticised as they did not constitute a complete sample 

of all the absentees in a given area, unlike the secondary and primary 

school absentees. The decision was based on the facts:- (i) that the 

purpose of this part of the project was to compare the characteristics 

of truants and non-truants, not to compare a referred sample with pupils 

who had not been referred; (ii) that 60% were described as non-truants 

and 40^ as truants; hence they were fairly evenly divided and would, 

therefore, be unlikely to influence unduly the results of either one 

of the samples; (iii) that the majority of primary school absentees 

were rated as non-truants and the inclusion of twelve pupils from the 

referred sample would help to balance possible bias caused by age.

The generally high measure of agreement between parents’ and 

children's accounts of their activities when absent from school has 

already been mentioned. The decision to rely on the parents' account



when there was any discrepancy was based simply on the fact that 

information from parent interviews was more complete, since fewer 
children were interviewed. Details of each sample are given in 

Table 17.1, which shows differences both in sex and age distribution. 

More boy absentees were rated as truants, and more girls as non-truants. 

On average, the truants were two years older than the non-truants, 
and their age-range was narrower.

RESULTS - I Interview with Parents

Housing. Employment and Family Structure The two samples did not 

differ in type of living accommodation, nor in the length of time 
they had lived there (Appendix 10, Tables I and II), The truants 
were more likely to have lost a parent through death (Appendix 10,

Table III), On the other hand their parents were less likely to 
have received social security or similar payment within the last 
twelve months, and their mothers or step-mothers were more likely to 

be in gainful employment (Appendix 10, Table IV).

Health and Early History No significant differences were reported in 

the children's health, nor in their history of separation from parents 
or bereavement (Appendix 10, Tables V and VI). Similarly, there were 

no significant differences in tems of involvement with social work 
agencies (Appendix 10, Table VII). The only item of parental health 
to discriminate between the two groups at a significant level was that 
more of the non-truants1 mothers tended to have a history of chronic 
illness (Appendix 10, Tables VIII, IX and X).

Information on Children's Behaviour and Problems at School As would 
be expected the truants were significantly less likely to stay at 

home in the evenings and week-ends, but apart from this there were



no important differences in the information parents provided about 

their children's social behaviour (Appendix 10, Tables XI and XII).

Table 17*2 shows that parents of truants reported a sense of 

educational failure as a contributory cause of their children's 
absence significantly less frequently than parents of non-truants, 

but the reverse was true of the influence of peers. Table 17.3 shows 
that parents of non-truants were significantly more likely to report a 

history of anxiety about leaving heme and anxiety about their parents' 

health. Conversely, a history of lying, stealing from within or outside 

the home, and wandering from home was significantly more often reported 

of truants.
The two groups did not differ to a significant degree in their 

scores on the behaviour statements of the Rutter (A2) Scale (Appendix 
10, Table XIII) nor in the number of possible indices of disadvantage 
or stress in their families (Appendix 10, Tables XIV and XV), nor in 
the total number of behaviour problems reported by their parents 

(Appendix 10, Tables XVI and XVII).

Parents' Attitudes and Family Relationships The following differences 

were noted between truants and non-truants in the assessment of 

parental attitudes and family relationships (Table 17*4)i

1) significantly more of the non-truants' mothers were considered 

overprotective towards the child;
2) significantly more of the non-truant children were considered 

over-dependent on their parents;
3) conversely, and unsurprisingly, significantly more of the truants 

were considered too independent of their parents;
4) significantly more of the non-truants were considered to have a 

warn, mutually satisfactory relationship with their parents.



T a b le  1 7 .1  Age and Sex D is t r ib u t io n

Non-truants
N=48

PER

Truants
N=31

2ENT

Boys 43.8 61.3
Girls 56.2 38.7

Mean age at 
time of 
interview 
with parents

12 4/12 14 4/12

s.d. 3 5/12 1 7 / 1 2

Table 17.2 Parents* Assessment of Contributory Factors at School

Non-truants

N=48

PER

Truant s

N=31
CENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 
df=1

Bullying or teasing 29.2 4 1 . 9 1 . 3 5  NS
Pear of teacher(s) 43:. 8 51.6 .47 NS
Extreme dislike of 
any particular subject 2 7 . 1 41.9 1 .86 NS
Boredom - child feels 
lessons are irrelevant 
to his needs

1 8 . 8 3 5 . 5 2 .7 4  NS

Sense of academic 
failure 22.9 6 . 4 5 4 . 1 5  P < . 0 5

Difficulty with 
social relationships 
with other pupils

2 7 . 1 1 9 . 4 . 6 3  NS

Influence of peers 1 0 . 4 5 1 . 6 1 6 . 4 7  p <.001

Anxiety/self conscious­
ness related to sexual 
development or relat­
ionships

1 6 . 7 1 6 . 1 .00 NS

Parents know child’s 
teachers 4 5 . 8 5 8 . 1 1 . 1 3  NS





T a b le  1 7 .3  P a r e n ts ’ R e p o rts  on C h i ld ’ s B e h a v io u r

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=48 N=31 df=1

PER CENT

Child has shown anxiety 
about harm befalling 
parent/ about parent's 
health

58.3 12.9 17.61 p̂ .OOl

History of anxiety 
about leaving home 64.6 25.8 11.70 p<.001

Psychosomatic 
symptoms associated 
with school attendance

31.3 12.9 3.70 NS

Abdominal pains 37.5 38.7 .01 NS
Eating difficulties 22.9 16.1 .55 NS
Sleep disturbance 16.7 22.6 .42 NS
Enuresis 16.7 22.6 .42 NS
Stealing 22.9 51.6 6.85 p<.01

Lying 12.5 38.7 7.24 p<.0l
Wandering 16.7 45.2 7.52 P<.01



T a b le  1 7 .4  F a m ily  A t t i t u d e s  and R e la t io n s h ip s

Non-truants Truant s Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=47 N=31 df=1
PER CENT

Cooperative with school / 
Hostile towards school )

23.4
48.9

16.1
54.8

.62 NS 

.26 NS

Materially indulgent to *] 
child / 
Reluctant to accede to  ̂
child’s requests )

40.4

4.3

45.2

9.7

.17 NS
nos. too 
small

Overprotective towards "3 
child f 
Demand high degree of \ 
independence )

72.3

8.5

38.7
16.1

8.79 P<.01 

1.04 NS

Passing/inadequate in 1  
control of chidd 4 
Firm/controlling )

85J
6 .4

83.9
3.2

.02 NS
Nos. too 
small

Child over-dependent 1 
on parents / 
Child too independent l 
of parents )

59.6
17.0

32.3

48.4

5.67 p<T.02

8.78 p<.01

Child wilful or stubborn! 
Child generally helpful 4 
and cooperative )

40.4
42.6

58.1
32.3

2.34 NS 
.84 NS

Child has warm, mutually'] 
satisfactory,relation- 1 
ship with parents 4 
Child has tense, mutually! 
unsatisfactory, relation-1 
ship with parents J

74.5

6.4

48.4

19.4

5.50 p<.02

3.01 NS
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Several additional points can also be made about the results:-

1) in both samples more than twice as many parents were considered 
hostile towards their children*s school as were considered 
co-operative;

2) over 80% of mothers in both samples were considered to be passive 

or inadequate in exerting care and/or control over their children, 

and less than 10% were considered firm or controlling;

3) truants were more likely to be rated as wilful and stubborn, 
and less likely as helpful and co-operative, but the differences 

did not reach statistical significance;
4) nearly three quarters of the non-truants and nearly half the 

truants were thought to have a warm, mutually satisfactory 
relationship with a parent, usually the mother;

5) conversely, only 6% of non-truants and 19$ of truants were thought 

to have a tense, mutually unsatisfactory relationship with their 
parents.

RESULTS - II Interviews with Children
Information from Interview The two groups did not differ in the 

number of children with interests outside the home (Appendix 10,

Table XVIII), and the only significant contributory factor outside 
school was that truants felt themselves to be more heavily influenced 

by their peers (Table 17*5)* There were no significant differences 

in their accounts of contributory factors at school (Appendix 10,
Table XIX). They did not differ significantly in mean verbal scale 
I.Q., but a higher proportion of the truants were at least two years 
behind their chronological age in reading ability (Appendix 10,
Table XX and Table 17*6).



Table 17.5 Children’s Accounts of Contributory Factors Outside School

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=43
PER

N=28
CENT

df=1

Socio-medical reasons 16.3 14.3 .05 NS
Fear of harm befalling 
parent 67.4 53.6 1.38 NS
Illness a frequent 
reason for absence 39.5 28.6 .91 NS
Influence of peers 9.3 46.4 12.87 p<.001
At home to help parents/ 
look after siblings 39.5 42.9 .08 NS

Table 17.6 Prevalence of Reading Difficulties

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=40 N=28 df=1
PER CENT

CA>l4-6/l2 and RA<12 6/12 
OR

CA$l4-6/l2 and RA>2 yrs 
below CA

57.5 89.3 8.77 p <.01

CA>14-6/12 and RA-̂ 11 6/12 
OR

CA^14#6/12 and FA>3 yrs 
below CA

42.5 60.7 2.20 NS



RESULTS - III Counselling Needs

Truants did not differ significantly from non-truants in their 

responses to the Health Questionnaire (Appendix 10, Tables XXI and 

XXII). Results of the LCI were not analysed further owing to the 
limitations of the inventory as described in Chapter 15.

RESULTS - IV Delinquency and Subsequent Attendance 
Delinquency Tables 17.7 and 17.8 show a tendency, which does not
reach statistical significance, for more truants to conmit offences 
known to the police than non-truants, and for truants who offend to 
do so more frequently than non-truants who offend.

Attendance Table 17.9 shows the average per cent attendance for 

each sample in the six terms from Autumn 1975 until Summer 1977.

The evidence suggest that non-truants have as poor a prognosis for 
subsequent attendance as truants. The rise in the truants1 attendance 

between the Summer term 1976 and the following Autumn is not as 
encouraging as it looks; all the increase in average attendance is 
attributable to the juvenile court making care orders on three 
pupils who had failed to attend school at all in the Summer tern.

DISCUSSION

The results confirm some of the findings previously reported in 

the clinical literature, but throw doubt on others. Unlike Hersov, 

(1960a) the present study did not find truants more likely to have 
experienced separation from one or both parents and fewer truants had 

lost a parent through death. The evidence that the truants' families 

somewhat better off financially than those of the non-truants, 
suggests that reports of poor material conditions in truants1 homes 

(e.g. Tyerman, 1958) probably apply also to the larger number of



Ta~ble 17 >T Number of Pupils Known by the Police to have Committed
at Least One Offence by 31st August 1978

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=42* N=31* df=1
PER CENT

Pupils known to have committed 
.̂1 offence 23.8 38.7 1.9 NS
Pupils known to have been 
placed on a Care Order 2.4 3.2 Nos. too small

Pupils known to have been 
placed on a Supervision 
Order

11.9 29.0 3 . 3 5  NS

*excludes pupils attending Infant or First Schools on 1st September 1977

Table 17.8 Number of Offences Committed by Pupils with a Record of 
Delinquency

N on-t ruant s Truants t
N=10 N=12 df=20

Mean 3.6 11.25 1.80 NS
s.d. 8.22 x 11.15

Table 17.9 School Attendance: Autumn term 1973 - Summer Term 1977

Autumn 
term 1975 
Ni=46; 
N2=30

Spring 
term 1976 
N1=47; 
N2=31

Summer 
term 1976
N1=47;
N2=30

PER CENT i

Autumn 
term 1976 
N1=47; 
N2=27

ATTENDANCE

Spring 
term 1977 
N1=46; 
N2=27

Summer 
term 1977
N1-4I5N2=23

Non-truants 36.9 44.8 42.5 44.4 42.9 49.1
Truant s 36.6 43.9 40.1 50.1 46.5 43.9

N̂  = Number of non-truants for whom information available 
N2= Number of truants for whom information available





absentees living in similar socio-economic circumstances who do 

not truant.

It was reported in Chapters 15 and 16 that a substantial propor­

tion of pupils in all three absentee samples had expressed anxiety 
about their parents*health as a contributory factor in their poor 

attendance. Evidence was also reported which suggested that in many 

cases this anxiety was both predictable and justified. The two-sample 

comparison reported in this chapter shows: (i) that a parent had 

died in more of the non-truants1 families, and (ii) that the mothers 
of non-truant absentees were more likely to suffer from chronic 

illness.
These results both tend to support the view that rational 

anxiety about parental health is an important - though not the 

only - feature in the poor attendance of many absentees.
Although more of the truants were retarded in reading, anxiety 

about academic failure appeared more important in the case of the 

non-truants. Hence, while self consciousness about low educational 

attainments might reasonably have been expected in both groups, it 

appeared to carry greater significance for the non-truants. In 
contrast, the truants were regarded by their parents, and regarded 

themselves, as being more easily influenced by their .peers. It seems at 

least possible that these results might reflect temperamental differ­

ences in the children themselves.
This view is strengthened by the parents1 reports on their 

childrenfs behaviour. The non-truants were highly significantly more 

• likely to have shown anxiety about harm befalling their parents1 
health. In contrast the truants were more likely to have a history 
of stealing, lying and - predictably - wandering from home. These 
differences did not appear to be associated with the number of measures 
of disadvantage and/or potential stress experienced by either 

sample.
2 1 3 .



The results of the assessment of family attitudes and 

relationships suggested that non-truants were more likely than 
truants>, (i) to have a mutually satisfactory relationship with a 
parent, usually the mother; (ii) to have a mutually dependent 
relationship with a parent, usually the mother. The evidence suggests 
not only: (i) that non-truant children tended to be over-dependent on
their mothers and that the mothers tended to be over-protective towards 

the children, but (ii) that the interaction quite often resulted in a 
mutually satisfactory relationship. The inter-dependence would be 

predicted by the clinical literature; the mutually satisfactory relation­
ship would not.

This point merits further consideration. Many articles in the 
clinical literature reviewed in Part I emphasise conflict in the 
parent-child relationship and all emphasise the psychoneurotic nature 

of school refusal. Parents of non-truants in the present study reported 
a wide range of behavioural, social and medical problems but the 

majority did not describe severe tension in their relationships with 

their children. One of the implicit characteristics of the children 
described in most clinic studies is that a majority of parents accept - 

or can be persuaded of - a need for treatment. In other words, regular 
school attendance seems to be regarded as the norm and school refusal 
as abnormal.

By comparison, in the present study school attendance was a long 
way down the list of priorities of many parents in the non-truant 
sample. These parents were not deliberately neglectful, and certainly 
not rejecting of their children. The problems arose partly because 

of their own poor psychiatric health and depressed living conditions, 

partly because in practice their experience led them to regard school 

attendance as yet another burden to be borne, partly because of the
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child’s genuine anxiety about his progress or adjustment at school, 

partly.because of the child’s genuine anxiety about his parents* 
wellbeing, and partly because remaining at home was easier - in the 
short term - than the effort involved in getting to school* This 
should not be taken to imply that overt pressure from the authorities 
would be successful* For families with few emotional or physical 

reserves, the easiest solution is often the only possible solution*
The picture was rather different for truants* They did not 

differ from the non-truants in living conditions, nor in their mother's 
psychiatric health as assessed by the health questionnaire. On the 

other hand there was a consistent tendency for them to have less 
satisfactory relationships with one or both parents* They were 
significantly more likely to be rated as too independent, less likely 

to have a warm, mutually satisfactory relationship with a parent, and 
more likely to be rated wilful or stubborn in their interaction with 
their parents, though the last result did not reach statistical 
significance* In both samples over 80% of mothers clustered at the

'passive/inadequate' end of the ’’firm/controlling........ •••••••

passive/inadequate in control of child" continuum. The truants seemed 
more likely to react by opting out of the home for much of the day 

and by adopting more difficult behaviour at home*

SUMMARY

The three absentee samples described in Chapters13-16 were 
merged to form two samples, one of parents who generally knew their 

children's whereabouts when not at school (in practice almost always 
at home)* These were called the non-truants* The second sample - the 
truants - consisted of pupils whose parents seldom or only sometimes knew 
their whereabouts* The same analyses were carried out with these samples





as were carried out with the three absentee samples and the sample of 

good attenders described in Chapters 1*f-16* The results showed few 

differences in the social and financial circumstances of the two 
groups, but considerable differences in the children's behaviour and in 

relationships in the family* In particular, the non-truants were more 

likely to have a mutually dependant relationship with their mothers, and 
to have a history of anxiety about leaving home; they were also more 

likely to have experienced concern over their educational failure, 
although they tended to be less backward in reading than the truants.
The truants were reported to be more heavily influenced by their peers, 
more likely to have a history of stealing, lying and wandering, and 
less likely to have a warm, mutually satisfactory relationship with a 
parent. The results are discussed in the light of previous work on 
truancy and school refusal.



PART V

OVERVIEW AND IMPLICATIONS

CHAPTER 18 OVERVIEW

THE THREE CITY-WIDE SURVEYS

Prevalence and Categories, Persistent absentees from school, whether 
authorised or unauthorised, are fairly evenly distributed throughout 
the eight primary school years. There is consistent evidence from 
each of the three years of the study reported in Part III that twelve 
year olds are no more likely to be persistently absent than five year 
olds. This picture changes in the secondary school years, when there 
is an equally consistent tendency for the problem to increase with age, 

with a particularly sharp increase in the final year. The range is 

from an average of 0,5 per cent in the primary school years to more 
than 3,5 per cent of all pupils on roll in the secondary schoolls 
final year.

There are at least two ways in which this information could 
be an underestimate of the true position. The first is that the 

surveys were based on attendance in the Autumn term, which is widely 

believed to be the term of highest attendance, particularly in 
secondary schools. The second is that e.s.w.s regarded illness;as 
the principal reason for the absence of some 35 per cent of primary 
school absentees between 1974 and 1976 (197 pupils) and about 
20 per cent of secondary school absentees (311 pupils). As far as 
is known, none of these pupils were receiving home tuition, although 
it is the view of the school health service that any child who

217.
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misses as much as 50 Per cent of his schooling through illness in 
any one term should he receiving some alternative form of education.
It seems at least possible that e.s.w.s, faced with enormous case­
loads, may sometimes have felt obliged to attribute absence to illness 
as they lacked the time (and the medical knowledge) to make adequate 

inquiries. This view is indirectly strengthened by the observation 
that nearly 20 per cent of boys whose absence was attributed mainly 
to illness had been in trouble with the police.

There is one,slightly dispiriting, conclusion to be drawn from 
the secondary school prevalence rates over the four year period 
starting with the pilot project in 1973* Whether or not the raising 
of the school leaving age to sixteen has become more generally accepted, 
there has been no significant change in the prevalence of persistent 
absence in the final year of compulsory education. The problem was as 
great in the fourth year after the raising of the leaving age as it was 
in the first. The implications of this for schools and for I.e.a. 
policy towards these pupils are discussed in the next chapter.

The increase in prevalence rates in secondary schools also raises 
questions about the interpretation of the e.s.w.s* categories. Although 
there was fairly strong evidence about the low reliability of the 
categorising process for pupils within each school, the picture across 
the whole city was nevertheless moderately consistent from year to year. 
Apart from an increase in secondary schools in the number of pupils whose 
absence was attributed mainly to truancy, there were no startling 
differences in the e.s.w.s* explanations for absence between primary 
and secondary schools. In terms of total numbers, for example, far 

more secondary school pupils were regarded as absent without their 
parents' knowledge, consent or approval; nevertheless the proportion 

of all secondary school absentees attributed to this category was not
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far different from the proportion of all primary school absentees.

(This is not to deny that some of the differences were statistically 
significant; the argument is simply that they were not of such 
great relevance educationally.)

Thus, a majority of unauthorised persistent absentees from 
secondary schools apparently remained at home,with their parents* 
knowledge, and either with or without their active consent. If it 
is assumed that adolescents live in families facing similar problems 
to those of primary school children, the higher prevalence rate in 
secondary schools suggests the possibility that factors operating 
within schools become relatively more important at this age. Other 
possibilities, however, are: (i) that the critical variable is the

adolescent’s differential response to family stress compared with his 
response in the primary school years; (ii) that the family’s 
expectations change as the child progresses through puberty into 

adolescence; (iii) that the influence of other pupils and prevailing 
community mores becomes more relevant in adolescence.

Possible School and Community Influences. The evidence does not 
justify firm conclusions about the respective influence of school and 
community variables. Nevertheless, some statements may be made with 
some confidence. The number of children receiving free school meals 

is a highly reliable predictor^ of a school’s persistent absentee 
rate, though not of which pupils will be absent. Work in progress 
(Galloway et al, I980) is showing that free school meal rates are a 
better predictor of persistent absentee rates than:-any variables 
derived from the 1971 census. In this respect persistent absenteeism 
differs radically from suspension from school on disciplinary grounds, 
which seems relatively independent of all community and intake variables 

(Galloway 1976a; Galloway et al 1980).





The evidence on changes in absentee rates over three years at a 
small number of schools nevertheless suggests that schools themselves 
can exert a marked influence on their absentee rates. There is some 
evidence that the school’s influence is greatest in districts which 
are most at risk for poor attendance owing to a high level of 
unfavourable catchment area variables.

The results presented in Part III are consistent with the view that 
low persistent absentee rates - and by implication regular attendance - 
reflect prevailing community and family attitudes which are sympathetic 
to the broad aims of education. Schools with low absentee rates serve 
areas in which the majority of parents will insist on their children’s 
regular attendance as a matter of course. They may or may not like the 
school, but they regard regular attendance as a necessary and desirable 
fact of life. In contrast, regular school attendance is a long way 
down the list of priorities for many families in socially deprived areas. 
The evidence is consistent with the view that in these areas the sbhool 
must take a far more active initiative to secure parental cooperation - 
or compliance: - than in socially more privileged districts. This point 
is expanded in the final chapter.

ABSENTEES AND THEIR FAMILIES

A Symptom of Disadvantage? A striking characteristic of both primary 
and secondary school absentee samples was the high prevalence of poor 
parental health, poor housing, poverty and involvement with social work 
agencies. The indices of disadvantage tended to be clustered within
families. Combined, they distinguished the absentees from the good
attenders more strikingly than any single item on its own.





Many children in the absentee samples, particularly the secondary 

school absentees, expressed anxiety about their parents' health and gave 

this as one reason for their poor attendance. Evidence from the 
parents suggested that this anxiety was justified in most cases.
Information both from parents and from children indicated a high level 
of behavioural problems in the primary and secondary school absentees, 
though not as high as in the referred absentees. While by no means 
conclusive, the evidence tended to suggest that in many cases the 
pupils' behaviour could be seen as a predictable reaction to family 
circumstances; moreover, it was often not regarded as deviant or 
unacceptable by the parents.

These observations need to be considered in the light of evidence 
about the children's attitudes towards school. Here the primary and 
secondary school absentees differed strikingly, with the larfcter placing 
considerably more emphasis on school variables as contributing to their 
absence. As a group they were severely retarded educationally, but did 
not differ in this respect from the good attenders selected from the same 

ability-banded class in school.

Together, these results suggest that the widespread view that poor 
attendance is a symptom of adolescent alienation from school (Harris, 1974) 
may stand in need of some modification. Three points are relevant:

(1) although the family circumstances of the primary school absentees 
were, if anything, even more disadvantaged than those of the secondary 
school absentees, the latter expressed greater anxiety about circumstances 
at home; this suggests either that the child's response to family stress 
changes in adolescence, or that the family's expectations of the child 
change at this time;

(2) a number of pupils did not emphasise anxiety about or resentment





towards school; for some of these pupils peer group influences 

appeared relevant, hut for the majority family circumstances seemed 
an adequate explanation for their absence;

(3) some of the good attenders did express anxiety about, or 
resentment towards, school, though they continued to attend regularly.
In almost all cases they claimed that their good attendance resulted from 
parental expectations that they attend regularly.

Hence, the argument is that a feeling of alienhtion from school 
is neither a necessary nor, on its own, a sufficient condition for 
persistent absence from school. This is not to under-estimate the 
school’s own potential significance in the formation of its pupils1 
attitudes towards education. The important points are simply: (i) that
variables at home, at school and in the community can contribute to the 
absence of different pupils; (ii) that many of these variables can 
interact with each other in the poor attendance of an individual;
(iii) that generalisations on the reasons for absence, such as those 

contained in both psychological and sociological theories of absence, 
are unlikely to account satisfactorily for more than a minority of the 
pupils concerned; each case has to be investigated and treated in its 
own right.

Truants and Other Absentees. The pattern of differences between truants 
and other absentees was quite different from that between the three 
undivided samples of absentee pupils. Analysis of the latter revealed a 
high prevalence of behaviour associated in the clinical literature with 
both truancy and school refusal, but there were few significant differences 
between the samples in these characteristics. In contrast, the comparison 
between truants and other absentees revealed a clustering of behaviours 
and of family relationships which was broadly consistent with the clinical





distinction between truancy and school refusal. These findings have 
two implications.

(1) The sort of problems experienced by persistent absentees who are 
not referred for advice or treatment overlap to a considerable extent 
with those who are referred. Nevertheless, there is evidence:

i

(a) that the parents of absentee pupils referred for advice in the areas 
under study reported a greater number of problems than parents of pupils 
who were not referred; (b) that the absentees who were not referred 
for advice live in much more disadvantaged circumstances than the 
majority of school refusers, as described in the clinical literature 

(though not than referred pupils in the rather atypical area under study).

(2) A similar distinction between truants and school refusers is to be 
found in absentees who are not referred for advice as has been reported 
in clinic populations. Nevertheless, there is evidence that the overlap 
between truancy, school refusal and parental withholding from school is 
greater amongst absentees who are not referred than would be expected 
from the clinical research reported in Part I. This is consistent
with a study of absentees before the Juvenile Court in Leeds, in which 
it was not found possible to distinguish between these three broad 
explanations of absence (Berg et al, 1978b).

SUMMARY

An overview of the research described in Parts III and IV identifies 
the principal findings to emerge. Some issues in the interpretation of 
the results are discussed, with reference to their implication for 
previous work on poor school attendance.





IMPLICATIONS
QUESTIONS ARISING FROM THE RESEARCH 

Scope

The research described in Parts II, III and IV confirms 
earlier work in drawing attention to the strong association between 
school attendance problems and social disadvantage. Given this strong 
and consistent association , it could legitimately be argued that 
the solution to the problem lies in political and social policies 
which reduce disadvantage. This argument implies that schools and 
I.e.a. support services are unlikely to have any long-term success 
since they necessarily concentrate on the symptom rather than the 
cause. This may well be true, but teachers and personnel in the 
support services have to operate within the system as it exists 
today - not as they hope it may exist at some time in the future.

Legal Sanctions and L.E.A. Policy.
Legal provision for dealing with poor school attendance was 

described in Chapter 2. In addition to legal procedures, Sheffield 
Education Committee has established a school attendance section.
This section consists of councillors and representatives of the 
Teachers1 Associations, and is serviced by senior members of the 
education social work service. Its general function is to interview 
parents, and sometimes pupils, who are invited to appear before it 
by members of the education social work service and to advise on the 
future management of each case.

It lay outside the scope of the present research to investigate 
the use of legal sanctions or of the school attendance section, but 
several parents referred to these' procedures in the course of the 
interviews. They did not, on the whole, appear to have had the desired 
effect of improving the child’s subsequent attendance. The effects on 
the parents appeared to range from mild irritation to severe distress.

One extremely disturbed mother became agitated and tearful when 
describing her appearance before the school attendance section over 
two years earlier; similar, though less severe, reactions were observed 
in two other mothers. These parents all had a close, mutually dependent 
relationship with their child; they were frightened by authority, 
yet their own clinical depression prevented them from taking effective 
action to secure their child’s return. Other parents showed no 
anxiety about their appearance before the magistrates or the school 
attendance section, but pointed out that they were on Social Security, 
and therefore could only pay the fine imposed by the Bench by not 
paying the rent.



It was clear from I.e.a. records that the parents and pupils 

against whom legal or administrative action is taken constitute no 

more than a small proportion of all persistent unauthorised absentees. 

This fact, combined with parents* comments about the procedures 

suggested two avenues for future inquiry:

(1) How does the I.e.a. select the absentees and their parents 

against whom to take formal action?

What is the effect of this action on subsequent attendance?

Berg et al (1977 an& 1978a) have reported that repeated 

adjournment is more effective in improving the attendance of truants 

brought before Leeds Juvenile Court than supervision orders. Repeated 

adjournment, however, is a controversial procedure, not widely used 

in Sheffield. No studies on the effect of prosecuting parents have 

yet been traced. The selection processes for all these procedures, 

and their effect on subsequent attendance, are currently under inves­

tigation by Sheffield School and Home Project (Galloway et al 1978)*

Comparative Studies. The study of individual absentees and their 

families took place in one relatively small part of the city where 

the problem was particularly acute. Comparative studies are needed 

in other areas to establish the degree to which the findings are 

peculiar to the study area. It seems likely, for example, that many 

of the variables indicating social disadvantage and poor psychiatric 

-health are associated with depressed, inner-city, areas and would not 

apply to persistent absentees in other districts.

An undoubted limitation to the research design was that it con­

centrated on pupils and their families at the expense of detailed 

observation in the pupils* schools. The reason, of course, lay in the 

declared aim to describe the personal and family characteristics of 

absentees who were not referred for psychological or psychiatric 

advice. Informal discussion with pupils, both in the present research



and in clinical practice, revealed wide variation both in the pro­

cedures adopted when a pupil was absent, and the comments and inq­

uiries which he experienced on return to school.

It is suggested that this sort of issue can best be investigated 

by participant observer studies in selected schools, supplemented by 

interviews with teachers and pupils. „

Why Children Attend School. One secondary school head teacher has 

criticised the research described in this report on the grounds that 

the time could have been spent more usefully in identifying the 

reasons why certain children do attend school. He had in mind two' 

groups: (i) pupils living in severely disadvantaged circumstances 

who have attended regularly throughout their school career; (ii) 

children who were once chronic absentees, but now attend regularly.

Both groups deserve investigation. It is worth adding, however,

that the progress of 230 very poor attenders in the school year

1976 — 77 was followed up until the Autumn Term 197$ as part of the

programme of Sheffield School and Home Pro ject (Galloway et al 1978).

Less than 30 of these pupils were present for as many as 85 per cent 
of possible attendances ’in the Autumn Term 1978. Hence, there seems 

to be some difficulty in identifying a sample of •reformed* absentees.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOLS-AND SUPPORT SERVICES

Organisation of Support Services. With a few exceptions, the educat-
edueation

ional psychology and they(social work services were organised to cover 

pyramids of secondary schools and their feeding primary schools. Thus,

each educational psychologist offered a service to a number of

secondary school pyramids; each education social worker generally had 

responsibility for a single pyramid. The School Medical Service is



' based on the same principle, though with greater overlap "between 
pyramids. Thus, there was provision within each secondary school 

pyramid for a network of medical, psychological and education 

social work services. Theoretically, other professional groups 

could link into this network as needed. The l.e,a, advisers, child 
psychiatrists, and local authority social workers were obvious 

examples.

In the course of the research three main issues emerged 

concerning the delivery of support services: (i) the distribution 

of resources; (ii) the link-up, or overlap, with other agencies;
(iii) the appropriateness of the model on which each service appeared 
to base its work. These three points are dealt with below.

The city-wide surveys described in Fhrts II and III showed 

enormous differences between schools in .Hb incidence of persistent 
absence. The l,e,a,*s support service with specific responsibility 

for investigating and acting on cases of poor attendance is the 
education social work service. On the whole, this service dist­

ributed its personnel on a per capita basis,'in which officers 

were allocated responsibility for schools according to the school*s 

size rather than its catchment area. At the extreme, this meant 
that two schools might each be served by one officer, although the 
first had over 75 absentees a year and 15 per cent of its pupils 

receiving free school meals, while the second school had less than 

5 absentees a year and less than 5 per cent of its pupils receiving 
free school meals.

The psychological service also allocated its resources on a 

per capita basis. Although advice on absentee pupils constituted a 

small proportion of psychologists* work, epidemiological research 

shows that absenteeism is not the only problem which is found in



greatest numbeis in disadvantaged areas. Psychologists, however, had

greater flexibility since they covered a larger and more varied group

of schools and could therefore allocate their time according to

perceived need.1

The problem of overlap with other agencies was greatest when the 

juvenile court magistrates placed pupils before them on school 

attendance grounds on supervision to a local authority social 

worker. This action effectively removed responsibility from the 

education social worker, and placed it with a member of the social 

services department, or occasionally the Probation Service. Comments 

from teachers indicated considerable communication problems when this 

occurred. Comments from parents and children suggested that neither 

they nor the social workers themselves saw regular school attendance 

as the social workers* main priority. It was not possible to invest­

igate this from the social workers* point of view, though this is 

currently forming part of the Sheffield School and Home Project’s 

research programme. Other work on subsequent school attendance 

when the magistrates have issued a supervision order supports the 

impression formed while carrying out the research reported here ,

namely that the role of social workers in cases of poor school
1

attendance stands in need of review’ and clarification.

The way in which each support service operated depended to

some extent on the individuals concerned, nevertheless, the schools*1 1

expectations were fairly clear. They expected the e. s. w.*s to 

investigate and act on cases of poor attendance and, less frequently, 

other welfare problems. They expected information from the e. s. w., 

but not, generally speaking, advice. ' The school doctors were seen as 

the channel to other specialist medical services, and also provided a 

screening service to identify, inter alia, sensory defects. Giving 

class teachers practical advice about a child’s medical condition and
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its implications for his classroom teaching and management happened 

more often in theory than in practice* The educational psychologist 

was expected to provide advice about the child’s teaching and manage­

ment; on occasions he was expected to offer the pupil (or his family) 

treatment, or to arrange transfer to a special school. A common 

problem was confusion of the advisory and treatment roles.

This is not the place for a full discussion of developments 

in the support services. The important point here is what schools 

expect of the support services, and vice versa, and what clients — 

parents and pupils- — expect of both. These points are developed in 

the next section.

More of the Same? ■> While some of the increase in absentee rates in 

secondary school pupils may be attributed to a differential response 

to stressful family circumstances, it does not seem reasonable to 

attribute all of the massive increase in unauthorised absence in 

fifth year pupils to this. High final year absentee rates may be 

seen as a challenge to — and a reflection of — the school* s formal 

curriculum and its informal ethos. This has important implications 

for the development of support services.

If one thing is clear from the research it is that persistent 

absence from school is a problem with many overlapping dimensions, 

each of which require detailed assessment. The following dimensions 

are relevant, though not all were covered with equal thoroughness, in 

Ihrts III and IV: (i) psychological variables within the child himself,

particularly those relating to temperamental, intellectual and perc­

eptual factors likely to affect his educational progress; (ii)adverse 

family circumstances; (iii) the child’s social interaction with his 

peers and in the community; (iv) the child’s social adjustment and 

educational progress at school. Needless to say, none of these can be



seen in isolation; they can all affect, and be affected by, each 

other. Moreover, assessment of the individual child is not so much 

pointless as meaningless if it is not related to the child’s social 

context. Educational progress at school provides a good example. A 

child may be failing to make satisfactory progress, yet this will 

hardly be surprising if his school has no provision for remedial 

teaching and he himself has missed a substantial amount of education 

through illness. In practice, of course, the interaction between school 

and child variables is infinitely more complex. Examples have been 

described elsewhere (Galloway 1976 c; 1978;1980;Galloway and Miller 1978).

Paced with a multi-dimensional problem, the 1. e. a. gives 

schools a multi-disciplinary team of e. s. w., educational psychologist 

and school medical officer. Unfortunately there is little evidence 

that a multi-disciplinary team is necessarily the best way to tackle 

a multi—dimensional problem. Indeed there are circumstances when 

the team’s very existence can create rather than alleviate problems.

At best, a member of the support services can act as a catalyst

between parents, child and school. Acting in this way his role is to

improve communication and understanding between the school and the

family: (i) so that the school is aware of variables in the child or 
hav e

the family which^relevance for his teaching and management at school;

(ii) so that the family is aware of what the school is doing to help 

the child settle and achieve success; (iii) so that the child recognises 

a co-operative partnership between his parents and his teachers in 

which both parties have clear expectations about his own future attend­

ance.

At worst, the support services sometimes seem to act almost 

as a barrier between parents and teachers. This can happen in two 

ways: (i) the act of referral can reduce the teacher’s sense of comm­

itment to tackle the problem himself; (ii) members of the support
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making clear that they accept only the more limited - yet more 
constructive responsibility to work with the teachers in dealing with 
the problem.

' Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) have criticised the ’’veritable 
army of members of the ’helping* professions (who) exist to ’help* - 
or rather force - the child to adjust to the reality of his school 
existence, irrespective of whether the reality is worth adjusting to’’.
In directing their attention almost exclusively at the school as a 
social organisation, these authors overlook the significance of family 
and community stresses. They hint at, but fail to make explicit, the 
central weakness of many of the I.e.a. support services as they operate 
at present. This weakness is that the services tend to be seen — and see 
themselves - either in a supporting role or in an ’’expert’* role.
Neither perception lends itself to a partnership with teachers, let 
alone a partnership between teachers and parents.

In spite of the enormous increase in their numbers since the 
early 1950*s evidence on the effectiveness of the support services 
is lacking. Referral to an educational psychologist was not found to 
be noticeably effective in improving attendance in the present research.
It must however, be made clear that the children were almost all referred 
for advice on future management rather than for treatment. The good 
prognosis for some cases of school refusal was discussed in Part I. If 
the children had been referred for treatment; it would clearly have made 
sense to refer those with the best prognosis, irrespective of whether 
they were the most disturbing to the referring school. On the other hand, 
since they were referred for advice on management, it was logical to 
refer the most disturbing pupils, irrespective of prognosis. Even if 
funds were available, it is by no means clear that a further increase 
in the support services would lead to improved attendance, or even to 
reduction family stress.

A Possible Strategy for Intervention. The argument so far is not that the 
support services are redundant as Reynolds & Murgatroyd seem to imply, but
(i) that they are not always seen to operate in partnership with schools;
(ii) that even when this partnership is accepted in theory, its 
implications are not always understood in practice;

(iii) as a result, the scope and responsibility of the support 
services is insufficiently clearly understood by their own members, by 
teachers and by clients.



extensively in clinical practice in treating school refusal 

(Hersov 1977), but apart from Brooks' (1974) interesting article 
they do not seem to have been extended into the wider field of 
poor attendance in general. Behaviour therapy is not, of course, 
a single method of treatment or management, so much as a varied 
collection of methods with a number of underlying principles in 
common.

Two of these principles are particularly relevant to the 
present discussion: (i) the need to base intervention on a
detailed behavioural analysis of the presenting problem; (ii) the 
need to specify in detail the methods and goals of intervention.
Both of these deserve further consideration. The need for a detailed 
behavioural analysis implicitly accepts the possibility of multi­
dimensional causation. By definition, behavioural analysis requires 
assessment of the way individuals interact with, or on, each other.
It is not simply a question of how the parents elicit and maintain 

the child's poor attendance, nor is it simply a question of how 
the school's own organisation and ethos contribute to the problem. 
Rather, a behavioural analysis requires an assessment of the complex 
interaction between variables in the child, his family, his school and 
his community. The need for detailed specification of the methods and 
goals of intervention is important precisely because poor school 
attendance, as demonstrated in this report, frequently has multiple 
causation. Complexity of causation'may be often inversely correlated 

with ease of definition. Yet it is hard to see how schools and the 
support services can cooperate successfully if they cannot reach some 
preliminary agreement in defining their goals and their methods.

The complexity of school attendance problems, both within 

an individual and his family and between individuals, would appear to 

make application of way single behaviour therapy technique generally



themselves to an extension of Brooks1 (1974) work on contingency 
contracts with poor attenders. In the present context, contract 
based management may be seen not so much a technique of treatment 
§s a way of clarifying the respective responsibility of teachers, 
other professionals, parents and pupils. The fact that the mere 

act of clarification may in itself have therapeutic value is 
an interesting theoretical point, but one which is not strictly 
relevant here. A more important point for the present argument is 
that the contract can incorporate recognition of the need for 

change not only in the child, and his parents, but also in his 
school.

The method can be described briefly. After initial assessment 

of the problem, during which base-line observations may be carried 
out, a meeting between the parties involved is arranged. At a minimum 
this will involve a teacher, a child, and his parent or parents. More 
often the meeting would include an e. s. w. and/or an educational 
psychologist. During the meeting an agreement is drawn up which forms 
the contract. An example is given below of a contract that might be 
drawn up for an educationally retarded boy from a deprived family who 
has complained of bullying from his peers and unofficial corporal 
punishment from two teachers, though his teachers and the e. s. w. 

think his parents are actively colluding in his absence.

Blacksmith Lane School, 
Blacksmith Lane,
T ownhampt own•
20th February, 1979.

C O N T R A C T
This agreement is drawn up between Robert Day, Mr. and Mrs. Day, 

Mr. Jones (Year Tutor), Mrs. Williams (Remedial Teacher), Mr. Smith 
(E. S. W.) and Miss Green (Educational Psychologist).
(l) Robert agrees to attend school regularly. He also agrees to have 

a daily report card signed by Mr. Jones at the end of each day,



anu. uu ueix nr. uones 11 ne nas oeen Duilied by the pupils, or 
has been hit or caned by any teachers without Mr. Jones' knowledge 
and agreement. He agrees to take his report card home and show 
it to his parents as proof that he has attended school.

(2) Mr. and Mrs. Day agree to get Robert up in time for school each 
morning, to see that he has money for his bus fares and for lunch, 
to sign his report card in the evening, and to telephone the 
school in the morning if, for any reason, he cannot attend. They 
also agree not to allow Robert to watch television in the evening 
if he fails to bring his report card home as proof of his 
attendance, but to give him 50 pence pocket money on Friday 
evening if he has attended every session at school that week.

(3) Mr. Jones agrees to see Robert at the end of school each day to 
sign his report card and to ask him whether he has had any prob­
lems that day. He also agrees to ask all Robert's teachers not 
to hit or cane him without his knowledge and agreement.

(4 ) Mrs. Williams agrees to discuss Robert's school work with him 
in order to make sure that none of it is too difficult for him.

(5) Miss Green agrees to see Robert at school once a week for the 
next three weeks in order to help him recognise the way in 
which he sometimes provokes other pupils into bullying him.

(6) Mr. Smith agrees to help Mr. and Mrs. Day in their application 
for welfare benefits to which they may be entitled. He also 
agrees to visit them once a week for the next month to give 
them further reports on Robert's attendance and progress at 
school, and to report to the school any information and sugg­
estions they may wish to make.

(7) The people who sign this agreement will meet again at 10.30 a.m. 
on 13th March 1979 to review the progress which has been made. If 
Mr. Jones, Mrs. Williams, Miss Green and Mr. Smith have kept to 
their part of the agreement but Robert's attendance has not 
improved, then Mr. Smith will be obliged to refer the matter to 
the Education Committee for their further advice.

Signed: Robert Day
Mr. and Mrs. Day 
Mr. Jones 
Mrs. Williams 
Mss Green 
Mr. Smith

It can be seen that the contract is not a simple document, nor is 

it based on a superficial analysis of the presenting problem. Initial 

assessment could be divided into three overlapping sections:

(i) Parents: Mr. and Mrs. Day were thought to be colluding in Robert's

absence; in particular, they were thought not to be getting him up in time 

for school, nor to be taking any constructive interest in his school work. 

In addition, they were experiencing financial difficulties which reduced 

the energy they could devote to Robert.



(ii) Robert: He was retarded educationally, and had been bullied by 

other boys on a number of occasions; it was thought, however, that he 

provoked this by his own behaviour. He was also provocative towards 

teachers, and it was quite possible that two of them had hit him 

unofficially in the past.

(iii) School: Robert might well be experiencing difficulty with aspects

of the curriculum. None of the teachers knew him well, and in the past, 

this had helped him to avoid detection when his work and attendance 

deteriorated. Moreover, the school's lack of contact with his parents 

facilitated his efforts to win their sympathetic support over his poor 

attendance. Finally, his complaint had high-lighted a more general problem 

in the school concerning the use of unofficial corporal punishment.

All of these points were recognised in the contract, though it 

contained no explicit reference to any behavioural technique. Hence, 

while the principle of the contract was straightforward, it provided 

a framework within which both to identify and to modify a problem of 

multiple causation and considerable complexity.

It goes without saying that the details of the contract would 

vary from child to child, depending on what emerged in the initial 

assessment. Drawing up a contract of this sort is undoubtedly time- 

consuming, but probably not much more time-consuming than the seemingly 

interminable inquiries and discussion that frequently take place in 

connection with poor attenders. The contract recognises the necessity 

for what Boyson (1974) called "constant if not eternal vigilance" but 

goes further than this by acknowledging the possible validity of criticism 

of the school, and imposing on the teachers the responsibility to deal 

constructively with these criticisms.

This makes the contract a potentially threatening document. It 

assumes a high level of professional integrity, confidence and competence. 

The contract makes it more difficult for parents, children, teachers

2 3 5 .



declarations of intent. It exposes them both to the possibility of 

demonstrable failure - and demonstrable success. As a problem which 
is both multi-dimensional and complex, poor school attendance requires 
a response which is multi-dimensional, flexible, but clear. The proposed 

contract-based management could be put into practice on an experimental 
basis in one secondary school or secondary school pyramid. It need not 
involve the appointment of additional personnel, although it would be 
desirable for the psychologist to have had some previous experience in 

contract therapy. Independent evaluation could be carried out by a 
suitably qualified member of a university department of education or 
applied social science.

SUMMARY
The research raised questions about the usefulness of legal 

sanctions and 1. e. a. policy with regard to unauthorised absence from 
school. Work still in progress is starting to answer these questions. It 
is pointed out that the study of absentees and their families took place 
in a depressed inner-city area. Comparative studies in other areas are 
needed before it will be possible to generalise about the family and 
educational stresses associated with poor attendance. Detailed studies 
of selected schools are also needed. The implications of the research 
for schools and for 1. e. a. support services are discussed. The present 
operation of the support services is reviewed critically. It is suggested 
that the effectiveness might be improved by adopting a system of contract- 
based management, which would enable the pupil, his parents, appropriate 
teachers, and support service personnel to clarify their respective 
responsibilities.
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By D. GALLOWAY
(Psychological Service, C ity o f  Sheffield Education Department)

INTRODUCTION

S u m m a r y . Information was obtained from 3 0  comprehensive schools and their 
feeding primary schools about all children who missed at least 5 0  per cent of 
possible attendances in the first half of the 1973 autumn term. Results showed no 
major differences in persistent absentee rates between the reception year at first 
schools and the final year at middle schools. In contrast, the figures for com­
prehensive schools showed a sharp rise, with a peak in the fifth year. Truancy 
accounted for only a small proportion of unjustified absence in all age groups. 
No association was found between the size of a comprehensive school and the 
number of persistent absentees. On the other hand, persistent absenteeism was 
closely associated with socio-economic hardship in the school’s catchment area 
though there is reason to suppose that variables within individual schools also 
influence the figures. The number of children suspended from a school was 
associated neither with a high incidence of socio-economic hardship, nor with 
large schools, nor with high persistent absentee rates. In contrast, high suspension 
rates were associated with former selective schools. It is concluded that suspension 
rates may not reflect the amount or the degree of deviant behaviour in a school.

INTRODUCTION
A n u m b er  of studies have investigated the incidence of absence from school. 
Thus, the Plowden Report (1967) found the average overall percentage of 
attendance in primary schools in 1964-65 was about 93 ; in secondary schools 
the percentage was approximately the same for boys, and somewhat less for 
girls (Bransby, 1951 ; West Riding, 1962)

The majority of these absences were attributable to illness or some other 
unavoidable cause (Bransby, 1951). According to the Plowden Report (1967) 
primary school teachers believed that at least 4 per cent of children absent at 
any one time ought to have been in school. More recently (DES, 1974) a 
national survey of attendance on one day in January, 1974, in middle and 
secondary schools showed that 10 per cent of all pupils aged 12 or over were 
absent, and of these 2 per cent were apparently absent without legitimate reason 
(23 per cent of those absent). The highest percentage of absence and of un­
justified absence was amongst adolescents aged 15 (14 per cent and 5 per cent). 
Tyerman (1968) points out that more children are kept from school than play 
truant, prosecutions for the former offence being about five times as common as 
for the latter. In 1963-64 the overall absence rate was about 10 per cent, but 
less than 0-1 per cent of the children on roll were prosecuted for truancy.

Little, however, is known about the incidence and causes of persistent 
absenteeism for reasons other than organic illness. Similarly, very few studies 
have tried to isolate the variables associated with persistent absenteeism. 
Despite the dearth of evidence there is an abundance of folklore. Thus, large 
(and by implication impersonal) comprehensive schools are popularly supposed 
to have greater absentee problems than smaller (and by implication more 
personal) secondary schools (Jones, 1974). Similarly, a powerful educational
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and p o litica l lobby m aintains tha t these schools have greater discipline p rob ­
lems. A lthough  the connection between social class and behavioural disturbance 
is no t clear-cut (Douglas, 1964 ; Douglas, Ross and Simpson, 1968) the same 
beliefs apply, w ith  ra ther more evidence (Wedge and Prosser, 1973), to  schools 
situated in  cu ltu ra lly  deprived areas o f  large cities. N ow  i f  i t  is indeed the case 
that socially deprived areas and large schools are in  themselves causes o f 
absenteeism and deviant behaviour, then i t  may be predicted tha t the compre­
hensive schools w ith  the highest absentee rates and the highest p ro p o rtion  o f 
pupils suspended fo r unacceptable behaviour w ill be large schools in  depressed 
areas, w hile the reverse w ill be true fo r small schools in  socially privileged areas. 
One princ ipa l a im  o f th is survey was to  test these hypotheses ; the other was to 
investigate the extent and causes o f  persistent unjustified absence fro m  school.

M E T H O D

A ll comprehensive schools and the ir feeding p rim ary  schools in  a large 
N orthe rn  c ity  provided details about ch ildren who had missed an a rb itra ry  
figure o f  at least 50 per cent o f  possible attendances in  a seven-week period at the 
beginning o f the autum n term, 1973. D ata  fo r  the Rom an C atho lic schools are 
no t included, since the ir re-organisation in to  a comprehensive system is no t 
complete. In  add ition  special schools and one fu rthe r comprehensive school are 
excluded fro m  the results ; (data were no t available fo r  nearly 75 per cent o f 
pupils at the la tte r ow ing to a catchment area anomaly invo lv ing  another 
au thority ). W ith  these exceptions the survey was city-w ide, and covered 
30 comprehensive schools and the ir feeding p rim ary  schools, w ith  a to ta l 
popu la tion  o f  82,779 pupils o f  com pulsory school age (52,908 in  p rim ary  schools 
and 29,871 in comprehensives). The education welfare officers who knew both 
children and fam ilies then stated the reasons fo r  the absences according to 
categories detailed below. A ll cases where absences were due solely to  organic 
illness were discarded from  the subsequent calculations, and are no t included in  
any o f  the figures given in  this paper.

The size o f each o f the comprehensive schools in  the survey was taken as the 
number on ro ll at the beginning o f the academic year, excluding adolescents 
above the m in im um  school-leaving age. The num ber o f  ch ildren receiving free 
school meals was taken as a measure o f the incidence o f  socio-economic hard­
ship in the school’s catchment area. Details about a ll ch ildren w ho had been 
suspended from  comprehensive schools fo r  more than a week in  the period M ay, 
1973— A p ril, 1974, were collected fro m  Education D epartm ent records.

R ESU LTS
Extent o f Persistent Absence.

Table 1 shows the percentage o f persistent absentees fo r  each age group. 
The c ity ’s schools are in  the process o f  reorganising p rim ary  education in to  firs t 
and m iddle schools fro m  in fan t and ju n io r, w ith  transfer at the ages o f 8 and 12 
instead o f  7 and 11. Hence, in  1973, on ly  about 50 per cent o f  ch ildren reached 
the ir 12th b irthday in  the ir firs t year at a comprehensive; the rest entered 
secondary education fro m  m idd le  schools and were 13 in the ir firs t year.

These figures indicate tha t the persistent absentee rates rem ain consistently 
below 1 per cent th roughou t the p rim ary school years. There is a rise o f nearly 
300 per cent over the average p rim a ry  school figure in  the firs t fu l l  year at 
comprehensive schools ; nevertheless, the fact o f  transfer to  a d ifferent (and 
larger) school does no t per se appear a satisfactory explanation. This is 
because the persistent absentee rate fo r  ch ildren in  year 1 at comprehensive
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schools is not markedly higher than the average for primary schools and is, in 
fact, lower than that of their exact contemporaries in year 4 in middle schools.

TABLE 1

N u m b e r  a n d  P e r c e n t a g e  o f  P e r s is t e n t  A b sen te es .

School Age-group
Number of  
Absentees

Percentage 
o f Roll

5* 24 0-6
Infant or First 6 40 0-5

7 18 0-2
8 25 0-3
9 26 0*3

Junior or Middle 10 33 0-4
11 30 0-4
12 37 1-0

12 15 0-5
13 89 1-3

Comprehensive 14 91 1-4
15 154 2-3
16 290 4-4

Overall Primary 233 0-4

Overall Comprehensive 639 2-1

* The number o f children in reception classes was estimated as 50 per cent o f  those in 
other years.

The sharp rise in absenteeism in the final year of compulsory school attend­
ance is perhaps not altogether surprising in view of the fact that autumn, 1973, 
was the start of the first year in which the minimum school leaving age was 
raised from 15 to 16. In 11 of the 30 schools the number of persistent absentees 
in year 5 was as great or greater than that in the three previous years combined. 
(In one extreme case the ratio was 21 : 2). However, some, though not all, of the 
schools had relatively low overall rates.

TABLE 2

P e r s is t e n t  A bsen tees  f o r  W h o m  I l l n e s s  W a s  a  P a r t ia l  E x p l a n a t io n .

School Age-range
Number of 
Absentees

Proportion 
with illness

First, Infant and Junior 1 5— 8 32 0-41

Junior, Middle and Comprehensive 1 9— 12 34 0-41

Comprehensive 12— 16 156 0-28

In four schools over 10 per cent of pupils in the fifth year met the criterion 
of 50 per cent of absences without a legitimate reason. Interestingly, only one 
of them was among the four schools with the highest proportion of children 
receiving free school meals. Although these figures exclude children whose 
absence was attributable entirely to organic illness, they do include children with
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‘ psychosomatic ’ illness (diagnosed by a general practitioner, psychiatrist or 
school medical officer) and also children whose absence was partly, though not 
entirely, due to illness. Table 2 reports the mean number of persistent absentees 
in each year-group and the proportion of absentees for whom illness (excluding 
psychosomatic illness) was a partial explanation. It will be noted that the 
proportion of children with some illness is smaller in comprehensive schools. 
This point is referred to again in the next section. All subsequent results were 
computed from the complete group.

Reasons fo r  Absence.
The education welfare officer who knew the child and his family stated the 

reasons for the unjustified absences according to the categories in Table 3.

TABLE 3 

R e a s o n s  f o r  P e r s i s t e n t  A b se n te e ism .*

Reason

Percentage

Primary and 
First-year 

Comprehensive

Occurrence

Second to 
Fifth-year 

Comprehensive

With parents’ knowledge, consent and app roval........... 24-2 24-3

Socio-medical reasons (e.g., ‘ no shoes ’) ......................... 10-5 2-7

‘ School Phobia ’ ..................................................................... 1*2 4-2

Parents unable or unwilling to insist on retu rn ................ 16-1 26-0

4 Truancy ’ ................................................................................ 2-4 11-2

Psychosomatic illness ............................................................ 4-4 3-8

Mixed reasons, but including some illness......................... 41-2 27-8

* Excluding prolonged organic illness.
(Table adapted from one previously published in Times Educational Supplement. Details 

o f  the coding system are available from the author.)

Where more than one category overlapped, the category thought most relevant 
was given. It will be noted that truancy, defined as absence without the 
knowledge or consent of the parent, accounted for little more than 2 per cent of 
persistent absentees in primary school children, and 11 per cent in comprehen- 
sives. In contrast, the two categories of absence with parental knowledge 
accounted for over 40 per cent of all cases in both primary and secondary 
children, while over 25 per cent in each case were assigned to the ‘ mixed ’ 
category.

The reliability and validity of the figures given in Table 3 must be regarded 
with caution. Nearly 30 education welfare officers were involved. Inevitably 
they differed widely both in how well they knew the children and their families, 
and also in the ways they viewed explanations for absence. It was not possible 
to obtain satisfactory evidence on inter-rater agreement ; in most cases only 
one education welfare officer knew the family, and it is unusual (especially in 
comprehensives) for teachers to make home visits. Further, over a seven-week
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period it is difficult to exclude the possibility of illness as a partial explanation 
for absence. Few general practitioners would be willing to distinguish with 
confidence between a respiratory infection for which the child should remain at 
home for a week, a mild cold which is exaggerated by an anxious parent or a 
parent who is ‘ covering up ’ for the child, and a recurrent condition which is 
psychosomatic in origin. This problem is obviously much more difficult for an 
education welfare officer. It may well be that the ‘ school phobia ’ category is 
under-represented, and that there was a tendency to accept illness as an explana­
tion moie readily for younger children than for adolescents.

Despite these reservations, Table 3 does suggest that truancy is seldom a 
reason for persistent absence from school, whereas the opposite may be true of 
factors within the home. This has obvious implications for the training of 
education welfare officers.

Association with other Variables.
In an attempt to identify some of the variables associated with persistent 

absenteeism in comprehensive schools, the proportion of persistent absentees in 
each school was correlated with the following : the number of pupils on roll ; 
percentage of children receiving free school meals ; and the number of children 
suspended or permanently excluded from each school for more than one week on 
account of unacceptable behaviour in the course of the year May, 1973—April, 
1974, expressed as a percentage of the number on roll. Pearson product- 
moment correlation coefficients are given in Table 4. Attempts to extract 
further information by computing a series of first order partial correlation 
coefficients did not prove fruitful, and no important changes in correlation were 
obtained.

TABLE 4

R e l a t io n s h ip s  B e t w e e n  V a r ia b l e s  i n  C o m p r e h e n s iv e  S c h o o l s .

Variable
Absentee

Rates
Free School 
Meal Rates

Exclusion
Rates

Number on Roll ...................................... - • 2 2 - • 0 8 - • 2 1

Absentee Rates ......................................

#o00 •13

Free School Meal R a te s ......................... •07

* P < -0 1 .

It will be noted from Table 4 that a non-significant negative correlation was 
obtained between persistent absenteeism and the size of school as measured by 
the number on roll. This was not an artefact created by homogeneity of school 
size ; the range was from 560 to 1,779 (mean=996 ; SD=319). In contrast, 
socio-economic hardship in the school’s catchment area, as measured by the 
number of children receiving free school meals, showed a high correlation 
with persistent absence (r=-80). The small negative correlation between 
persistent absenteeism and size was not greatly altered when the effect of free 
school meals was held constant (r12.3= —-26). The results suggest that 
exclusion from comprehensive schools is not associated with any of the three 
indicatoi s chosen. Moreover, it is unlikely that the lack of relationship between 
exclusion and absenteeism is because the most deviant children in schools with
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high absentee rates avoid exclusion by sim ply fa iling  to attend in the first place. 
In  fact, few o f  the children who were excluded had a historv o f  poor attendance.

The possib ility  o f  carry ing out a corre la tiona l analysis between these 
variables and the categories described above was prevented by unsatisfactory 
re liab ility  o f  the categories and small numbers when categories were analysed 
separately by schools.

The Schools’ Contribution.
The lesults piesented above indicate tha t an im po rtan t variable associated 

w ith  persistent absentee rates is the num ber o f  ch ildren receiving free school 
meals. Y e t th is tells us no th ing  about the differences, i f  any, between schools in 
s im ilar socio-economic catchment areas. D o  some have unexpectedly high, or 
low , absentee and exclusion rates ? A  p re lim inary  attem pt to  investigate this 
question was made in  tw o ways :

(a) Persistent absentee and exclusion rates in  fo rm er selective (gram m ar or 
technical) schools were compared w ith  those in  fo rm er secondary m odern 
schools. T o  elim inate possible bias caused by the nine fo rm er selective schools 
tending to  have fewer ch ildren on free school meals, each one was compared w ith  
the fo rm er secondary modern schools w hich had the closest p ro p o rtion  o f 
children receiving free meals. The corre la tion  between absentee rates in  the 
two groups was positive and significant ( r =  -79 ; P <  -05), ind icating tha t they 
do not d iffe r in any consistent way.

T o  compare exclusion rates in the tw o  groups, the M ann-W hitney U  test 
was preferred to  Pearson’s product m om ent coefficient ow ing to  the high num ber 
o f  zero returns in  the fo rm er secondary m odern group (seven as opposed to 
tw o fo r  the fo rm er selective schools). U sing the correction fo r  ties the result 
indicated tha t fo rm er selective schools excluded significantly more pupils 
(U = 1 5  ; z=2 -41  ; P < -0 1 ).

(b) I f  variables w ith in  a school exert little  influence on the incidence o f 
persistent absenteeism, we should pred ict a high corre la tion between the absentee 
rates in  the 30 comprehensive schools and those o f the ir feeding p rim ary  schools.

Since comprehensives and the ir feeding prim aries had s im ila r p roportions 
o f ch ildren receiving free school meals, i t  was possible to  test the hypothesis tha t 
there is some consistent re la tionsh ip  between the ir absentee rates apart from  this 
com m on factor.

TABLE 5

R e l a t io n s h ip  B e t w e e n  A b se n t e e ism  i n  C o m p r e h e n s iv e  S c h o o l s  a n d  F e e d in g  P r im a r y

S c h o o l s .

Variable
(2)

Absentee Rate 
in

Comprehensives

(I)
Absentee Rate 

in Feeding 
Primaries

Absentee Rate in Feeding Primaries ................................. •65*

Free School Meal Rate in Feeding Primaries (3) ........... •66* •88*

* P < 0 1  r 12-3=-196

Table 5 shows tha t we are, in fact, able to  reject this hypothesis. The 
corre la tion  between free school meals and persistent absenteeism in  p rim a ry
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schools ( r=  -88) is consistent with that in comprehensives ( r=  -80). Although 
the correlation between persistent absenteeism in comprehensives and primaries 
( r=  *65) is positive and significant (P <  -01), this result is attributable to the 
contribution of free school meal rates in the primary schools. When this is 
held constant the correlation remains positive, but no longer approaches 
significance (r12.3=-20).

DISCUSSION

The results presented in Table 4 lent no support for the initial hypothesis 
that persistent absenteeism is a greater problem in large schools than in small 
ones, nor for the hypothesis that large schools and schools in areas of socio­
economic hardship need to exclude more pupils on disciplinary grounds than 
small schools or schools in socially privileged areas. There is evidence, on the 
other hand, that socio-economic hardship in a school’s catchment area is 
associated with persistent absenteeism, though other factors may also be 
operating. N

The incidence of persistent absenteeism recorded in this survey almost 
certainly underestimates the true position. The information was collected in the 
first half of the autumn term, when school attendance is possibly higher than at 
other times of the year (Sandon, 1961). ‘ Hidden truancy,’ caused by children
who attend school until the daily register has been taken and then leave, may 
have further depressed the figures. On the other hand, 1973-74 was the first 
year in which the school leaving age was 16. It will be interesting to see whether 
the fifth year returns remain at the same high level in subsequent years when, 
perhaps, fewer adolescents may resent having to remain at school.

The number of children excluded from comprehensive schools for more than 
one week in the period May, 1973—April, 1974, was 34. This was, unfortunately 
the only period for which records were readily available. The criterion of one 
week was selected as certain head teachers were known to use short-term 
exclusion principally as a means of persuading the parents of problem children 
to visit the school ; the intention was to eliminate the majority of these children 
from the survey. A further four children were excluded from primary schools 
and three from special schools. York et at. (1972) reported that 31 children had 
been excluded from Edinburgh schools in the two years August, 1967—July, 
1969. Their sample did not include children who had been suspended for only 
a few days. Twenty of the children excluded in the present survey were in their 
fifth year at a comprehensive ; they would presumably have left school at the 
age of 15 if they had been able to. When adjustments are made for this group 
and for a further group whose suspension, though longer than a week, was not 
indefinite, the incidence of exclusion from school appears roughly the same in 
the two cities.

York argued that exclusion was “ by no means the result of an arbitrary 
decision by a teacher,” and emphasised the children’s intellectual and educational 
backwardness, their social deprivation and their disturbed families. While not 
necessarily inconsistent with these conclusions, the present survey does suggest 
that variables within a school may also influence the decision whether or not to 
exclude. For instance, former selective schools excluded significantly more 
pupils than former secondary modern schools, and one wonders whether this 
reflects their relative difficulties in adjusting to comprehensive reorganisation.
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Persistent unjustified absence 
from school*
DAVID GALLOWAY
Senior Educational Psychologist, Education Department, City of Sheffield

What is the extent of persistent absenteeism from school and why does it 
happen? Sheffield Education Department set out in 1973 to find answers to 
these and some other related questions.

In spite o f the widespread concern about school attendance both 
within and  outside the teaching profession, we know very little 
about the extent of persistent unjustified absence; we know equally 
little about the reasons for it. Several studies have investigated 
absenteeism . The Plowden R eport, for instance, found the overall 
average percentage o f attendance in primary schools in 1964-65 
was about 93. O ther studies have shown the percentage in second­
ary schools to be about the same for boys and rather less for girls. 
The m ajority o f absences are due to illness, but, according to 
Plow den, prim ary school teachers thought that 4 per cent of 
children absent at any one time ought to have been in school. In 
1974, a nationwide DES survey of attendance on one day in January 
revealed that 10 per cent of all pupils aged 12 or over were absent, 
and of these 2 per cent were thought to be absent without legitimate 
reason. Both in respect o f absence and of unjustified absence, the 
highest percentage was among adolescents aged 15 on 31 August 
1974 (14 per cent and 5 per cent). Maurice Tyerm ant pointed out 
that m ore children were kept from school than played truant; 
prosecutions for the form er offence were five times as common as 
for the latter. N one of these figures, however, tells us how many of 
the children were absent persistently. To take an extreme example, 
an average attendance rate of 93 per cent could indicate that 7 per 
cent of the pupils are perm anent absentees, or that every pupil in 
the school has missed one or two sessions throughout the term.

Lacking m ore adequate information it is not surprising that loose 
talk and folklore proliferate. Children whose absence from school is 
not due to illness are still, despite Tyerm an’s work, often referred to 
indiscriminately as truants. A few have had the label ‘school phobia’ 
attached to  them  by psychologists or psychiatrists, with the implica­
tion. that they require treatm ent of a quasi-medical nature. Little 
attention  has been given to the other possible reasons for unjustified 
absence from school. People opposed to the idea of com prehen­
sive schools often believe that large schools cause -  or at the very

* The views expressed in this article are the author's own and do not necessarily 
represent those of the Sheffield Education Department, 

t See Truancy. University of London Press: 1968.
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least contribute to — attendance and behaviour problems. With 
only a little more evidence the same beliefs apply to the impover­
ished, run-down areas of large cities. If both these view are true 
(and we should rem em ber that no opinion is made false by the fact 
that it has passed into folklore), we would expect large schools in 
deprived areas to have the highest absentee rates and the highest 
incidence of exclusion for unmanageable behaviour. We would also 
expect absentee rates to rise dramatically among children in their 
first year at secondary school; We might further expect a dispro­
portionate num ber o f boys in every' age range. The first Sheffield 
survey of persistent absenteeism set out to answer these questions; 
the subsequent surveys are enabling us to study trends in different 
areas of the city and in different age ranges, and hence to plan the 
m ost efficient use of resources to help the schools and the families 
concerned.

Planning the surveys
In the autum n of 1973, Sheffield Education Departm ent set up a 
w orking party under the chairmanship of a senior assistant edu­
cation officer to consider the adequacy of existing facilities for 
problem  children. It quickly became apparent that our many ideas 
and theories about the causes and cures for problem behaviour were 
m ore often based on personal anecdote than on solid evidence. This 
was seen most clearly in the case of children whose problem (or 
whose teachers’ problem ) was their persistent absence. Discussion 
with head teachers, year tutors in secondary' schools, education 
welfare officers, advisers, psychologists and education officers 
revealed particular concern about persistent absentees. No one 
knew the size of the problem ; estimates on the number of children 
in the city missing over 50 per cent of their education in one term 
w ithout good reason ranged from less than 70 to around 2,000. 
T here was general agreem ent though that large schools contributed 
to absenteeism ; there was also general agreement about the diffi­
culties in motivating the persistent absentee. His absences caused 
him to be educationally backward and socially poorly adjusted; on 
re tu rn  to school he could hardly fail to notice, and be affected by, 
his poor attainm ents and lack of friends; a vicious circle could all too 
easily become established.

In the survey which resulted from these discussions, head 
teachers provided details of all children who had missed m ore than 
50 per cent of possible attendances in the first six weeks of the 1973 
autum n term. In the 1974 survey, head teachers listed children who 
had missed 50 per cent of their education in the whole of the autumn 
term  (fourteen weeks). The returns were collected by the education 
welfare service and the officer who knew each family stated the 
m ain reason for the child’s absence. Children whose absence was 
mainly caused by illness were not included in any of the results.
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Results
T able 1 shows the num ber of absentees in each age group, with the 
percentage of the total on roll of that age group in brackets.

T he 1974 survey contained six more schools than in 1973, due to 
local governm ent reorganization and to the three Roman Catholic 
com prehensive schools not being included in the earlier survey. In 
addition, the criterion for inclusion (50 per cent absence in the 
whole term  rather than in the first half) was stricter in 1974. Table 2 
shows the education welfare officers’ reasons for the absences. 
O th er studies have suggested that truancy (absence without the 
paren ts’ knowledge o r consent), and the psychiatric category of 
school phobia together account for less than 15 per cent of all 
unjustified absences. W e therefore included five further categories, 
giving a to tal of seven. The officers concerned then stated which one 
o f these seven categories accounted for the greatest part o f each 
child’s absence.

TABLE 1 — Number of persistent absentees

(Figures do not include children whose absence was caused solely 
by organic illness)

1973 (30 secondary 
school catchment 

areas) first 
6 weeks of 

autumn term 
No (Per cent)

1974 (36 secondary' 
school catchment 

areas) whole 
of autumn term 

(14 weeks)
No (Per cent)

Reception class, first and
infant schools 24 (0.6) 11 (0.4)

First and infant schools, year 2 40 (0.5) 17 (0.2)
First and infant schools, year 3 18 (0.2) 24 (0.3)
First schools, year 4 and

junior schools, year 1 25 ' (0.3) 21 (0.2)
Middle schools, year 1 and

junior schools, year 2 26 (0.3) 22 (0.2)
Middle schools, year 2 and

junior schools, year 3 33 (0.4) 11 (01L
Middie schools, year 3 and

junior schools, year 4 30 (0.4) 30 (0.3)
Middle schools, year 4 37 (1.0) T ‘5 (0.4)

Primary schools total 233 (0.4) 151 (0.3) (139)*

Secondary schools, year 1 15 (0.5) 21 (0.4)
Secondary schools, year 2 89 (1.3) 74 (0.8)
Secondary schools, year 3 91 (1.4) 137 (1.7)
Secondary schools, year 4 154 . (2-3) 138 (1.8)
Secondary schools, year 5 290 (4.4) 302 (3.9)

Secondary schools total 639 (2.1) *672t (1.8) (598)*

* Total from the 30 schools in the 1973 survey.
f  These figures include 10 children from one school which has had to be omitted 

from the rest o f the results.
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A n interesting result is that the persistent absentee rate shows no 
real change between the ages of 5 and 12, though it rises steeply 
subsequently. This raises the question whether transfer to a larger 
secondary school is p er se  a cause of increased absenteeism. As 
Sheffield is in the process of reorganizing infant and junior schools 
into first and middle schools, with transfer at the ages of 8 and 12 
instead of 7 and 11 the results provide a clue to this question. 
C ontrary  to general expectation, there were no more absentees 
am ong children in year one of secondary school than among their 
exact contem poraries in year four of middle school.

In the 1974 survey we also looked at the boy/girl ratio; in middle 
schools (ages 8 to 12) there was a very slight excess of boys, but in 
every o ther age range we found the reverse. However the differ­
ences w ere too small to draw firm conclusions; all we can say is that 
girls are at least as likely to be absent without good reason as boys.

Table 2 shows that truancy, defined as being absent from school 
w ithout the parents’ knowledge or consent, accounted for a negli­
gible proportion of the primary school children; in secondary 
schools the proportion was greater, but was still barely 15 per cent 
o f all unjustified absentees. This finding lends no support to those 
who think education welfare officers should be scouring the high­
ways and by-ways to bring truants back to school; rather it suggests 
that the reasons for persistent poor attendance lie primarily in 
attitudes in the school and the home.

TABLE 2 — Reasons for persistent absenteeism 
(excluding prolonged organic illness)

Primary schools 

Per cent 
197-t 197 3

Secondary schools 
Percent 

1974 1973

With parents’ knowledge, consent 
and approval. 19-2 24-2 15-4 24-3

Socio-medical reasons — child is 
excluded from school for reasons 
such as infestation, scabies, etc. 6-6 10-5 3-0 2-7

‘School phobia’. Non-attendance is 
associated with severe relationship 
difficulties in the home. 4-0 1-2 3-5 7 4-2

Parents unable or unwilling to
insist on return -  child is at home 
with parents’ knowledge but not 
with their active consent. 18-6 16-1 31-3 26-0

Truancy — child is absent without 
parents’ knowledge or consent. 2-0 2-4 15-4 11-2 ’

Psychosomatic illness. 1-3 4-4 4-7 3-8

M ixed — part o f the child's absence 
is due to illness but one or more of 
the other factors is also relevant. 48-3 41-2 26-7 27-8 '

100 100

25



Children are far more likely to be at home with their parents’ 
knowledge, with or without their consent, than to be truanting. The 
implication for the development of the education welfare service is 
not just that social work skills are more valuable than skill in 
catching truants; equally important is the need for schools to assist 
their welfare officers in developing close and informal links with 
children’s homes. The education welfare service is rapidly develop­
ing new skills and a more professional identity; if teachers do not 
encourage these developments — accepting that welfare officers 
m ay have a valid contribution to make on organizational matters 
such as pastoral care and discipline -  we could, in a few years time, 
have a situation in which welfare officers carry out increasingly 
professional social work with families with a corresponding 
reduction in their commitment to schools. If this happens, each may 
com e to mistrust the other in the way that teachers and social 
workers from  social services departm ents sometimes mistrust each 
o ther a t present.

A ssociated problems
In an attem pt to identify some of the potential problems which may 
contribute to persistent absenteeism we carried out statistical 
analyses on the returns from each school. As the schools ranged 
from  m ore than 1,800 pupils to less.than 600, we looked at the 
relevance o f size. The results showed that the size of the school had 
no bearing on the incidence of persistent absenteeism. If anything, 
the larger schools had lower absentee rates but it was subsequently 
show n 'tha t this was probably due to a tendency for the largest 
schools to be in slightly ‘better* districts.

To assess the influence of financial hardship in the school’s 
catchm ent area, we compared absentee rates in each of the 
secondary schools with the proportion of children receiving free 
school meals. The results showed a very' close relationship between 
poverty in the catchm ent area and absenteeism. This was the case 
irrespective o f the size of the school.

In the 1973 survey, we also looked systematically over a twelve­
m onth period at the A uthority’s records on children excluded from 
school for over one week for disciplinary reasons. Again we found 
that a school’s size had no bearing on exclusion rates; pupils were 
neither m ore likely nor less likely to be classified as unmanageable 
by virtue of exclusion in large schools than in small schools. 
C ontrary to  expectations the same applied to the incidence of 
economic hardship in the catchment area. Schools in the most 
deprived parts of the city were not more likely to exclude pupils 
than schools in the most affluent.

In  spite o f the strong association between absentee rates and • 
socio-economic hardship in the catchment areas, closer analysis of 
the results revealed a num ber of marked differences between 
schools. Thus, the sharp rise in absentee rates in the final year was 
not reflected in some schools, but was very m arked in others; in one 
extrem e case twenty-one fifth year pupils were persistently absent,
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but only two in the first four years combined. In terms of the overall 
absence rate as well, there were unexpected variations between 
schools. Comparing former selective schools with former non- 
selective ones, we found no difference in absentee rates but a slight 
tendency for form er selective schools to exclude more pupils.

Conclusions
T he surveys have confirmed previous research findings that truancy 
is a relatively m inor cause of unjustified absence from school. 
Poverty in the catchm ent area appears to have a m ajor influence on 
absentee rates but not on w hether children are classified as 
unm anageable by virtue of exclusion. Size of school seems to have 
no bearing on either absentee o r exclusion rates. We are repeating 
the survey in the current academic year, and hope that the results 
will throw  light on trends in different schools and across different 
age ranges. It is already clear that in some cases persistent absentee 
rates can vary quite widely from one year to the next in the same 
school. T he first year of the raising of the school leaving age to 16 
was 1973. The sharp peak in the fifth year rates was perhaps 
predictable for this reason. On the other hand, the 1974 results 
indicated that absenteeism among fifth year pupils was, if anything, 
higher in the second year of the RO SLA  than in the first. We are 
now planning to reexamine the returns from individual schools to 
identify those which seem to be particularly successful, as well as 
those which seem to be having particular difficulties. We are 
also looking into the possibility of a small ‘hard core’ of children or 
families whose names reappear each year so as to review our 
arrangem ents for working with these families. In these ways we 
hope that the surveys will help us to make education more attractive 
to  the small but worrying group of children who continually reject it.
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INTRODUCTION
There is no lack of strongly held beliefs about the prevalence and causes 

of poor school attendance. Kline’s (1897) comparison of truancy with the 

migratory instinct in animals was probably never taken very seriously; in contrast, 

the "Torn Sawyer11 theory of truancy as a healthy, boyish rebellion against the 

monotony of school persists. This picture of the truant as a cheerful, well- 
adjusted young rebel from a stable home and a caring, if traditional, school, 

might possibly apply to occasional absentees, but all the available

evidence is against it applying to those who are persistently absent.

PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION
Different formulations There is fundamental disagreement between different 

professions, and even within the same profession, about the educational, 

psychological and social significance of absence from school. This disagreement 

is partly due to the fact that different writers use the term in different ways. 

Thus, Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) use "truancy" to describe overall absentee 

rates; in contrast,, Galloway (1976a) reserves the term for those pupils who are 

absent from school without their parents* knowledge or consent. The problem is 

not just semantic, though. There are conflicting views about the effect of 

irregular attendance on educational attainments (Carroll, 1977a; Fogelman, 1978).

Similarly, there are conflicting views over the psychological implications 

of absence for the individual; for example, absence may be seen as a symptom 

of psychiatric disturbance in the child, perhaps resulting from temperamental 
vulnerability or from disturbed family relationships; under this model the 

child or his family should be offered treatment for the presenting symptom or 

its underlying causes. This view has often been favoured by psychologists and 

psychiatrists. On the other hand, absenteeism may be viewed from a sociological 

perspective. Here the emphasis is not on the individual, but rather on the 

individual’s reaction to the conflicting or inconsistent expectations he •.



experiences from society or at school (Gutfreund, 1975; Reynolds and Murgatroyd, 

1977). These views emphasise problems in the child, his family, his school or 

the society in which he lives in treating the problem of absence; they may 

consequently imply a critical attitude towards the use of legal procedures to 

enforce attendance. A different view, widely held by teachers, psychologists 

and psychiatrists, is that a minority of absentees may require psychiatric 

treatment, but the majority of cases reflect an irresponsible or indifferent 

attitude towards education, in which case legal intervention may be appropriate. 
Differential diagnosis Psychiatric diagnosis has tended to define truancy as 

absence without parenti knowledge or consent; it distinguishes between children 

whose absences are due to truancy, school refusal and voluntary with-holding 

by a parent. Hersov (1977) has noted that children in the latter group, also 
known as the "parent-condoned*1 category, are relatively seldom referred for 

specialist advice. Within this diagnostic framework, truancy is seen as part 

of a wider conduct disorder; truants constitute a high risk group for other 

forms of delinquency (Tennent, 1971; May, 1975)* ^hey tend to have bad school 
reports, to be socially isolated and to be below average both in their intelligence 

and their educational attainments (Hersov, i960). In contrast, school refusal 

(or school phobia) is seen as a neurotic disorder indicative of disturbed family 

relationships; the child is less likely to suffer intellectual or educational 

retardation, though he may experience difficulty in relating with his peers. 

Symptoms of separation anxiety are likely.
The validity of distinguishing truancy from school refusal has been 

questioned. Tyerman (1968), for example, argues that a clear distinction is not 
possible and the two groups form a continuum of reasons for absence. On the 
other hand, there does seem to be agreement in the psychiatric and psychological 

literature on the broad definition of truancy as absence without the parents* 

knowledge or consent. As prosecutions against parents for withholding their 

children from school are five times as common as for truancy (Tyerman, 1968) it 
is perhaps suprising that neither the clinical nor the epidemiological literature



appears to contain detailed studies of the personal and family characteristics 

of the most numberous group of absentees.

Other reasons for absence The differential diagnoses described above overlook 

other reasons for absence. Some children are excluded from school on account of 

infestation, and an unknown number is absent due to the lack of appropriate 

clothing, usually shoes or school uniform. At least in the U.K. the latter are 

regarded as illegal absences, and the child*s parents are liable to prosecution. 

Similarly, a few pupils are excluded for behavioural reasons; in 1976 - 1977»

70 pupils missed over three weeks for this reason in Sheffield, a city with a 

total school population of 107,000. More importantly, the “withheld” group 
probably includes not only children whose parents wish them to stay at home but 

also many cases where the parent knows about the absence, yet lacks the will or 
the strength to insist on return. The point at which this merges into the 

psychiatric category of school phobia remains an open question.

PREVALENCE OF PERSISTENT ABSENCE

Occasional absences The figures from epidemiological research (described else­

where in this book) do not generally include “hidden truancy” - pupils who 

depart after registration. Figures on hidden truancy are understandably hard 

to obtain. Nevertheless, it is clear that many of the statistics disguise 

the number of pupils who are occasionally absent for a variety of unjustified 

reasons. In America, Karweit (1973) found attendance rates declined on nj-Ut, 

days, while Jackson (1978) has noted a highly significant rise in absence rates 
on Fridays. In the same study, carried out in a comprehensive school known to 

have an exceptionally high overall attendance rate, 78 out of 312 14 — 15 year 
olds were shown to have missed at least one half day in 10 or more out of 37 

weeks in the school year, excluding full week absences; of these a significantly 

higher proportion were boys.

Persistent absence Carroll (1977b) has pointed out that identical attendance 

records can obscure quite different attendance patterns. Taking two improbable
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extremes, a 90 Per cent attendance figure for a school could mean that 90 per 

cent attended all the time and 10 per cent none of the time, or that all pupilis 

attended only 90 per cent of the time. This distinction is important for 

theoretical and practical reasons. Whereas chronic hut sporadic absence may 

suggest the possibility of precipitating factors within tfrhe school, such as 
anxiety or resentment associated with certain teachers or certain subjects, 

persistent absence may pose additional problems such as educational retardation 
or psycho—social factors in the child or his family.

PERSISTENT ABSENTEEISM IN SHEFFIELD (1)

Introduction and method To throw further light on the incidence and nature of 

persistent absenteeism, Sheffield Education Department carried out annual 

surveys in 1973 and 1974 (Galloway, 1976a; 1976b). Head teachers provided 

details about all pupils missing more than 50 Pe** cent of attendances in the 
course of a six week period (1973) and a 14 week period (1974)• An officer from 
the Education Department’s support service responsible for school attendance 

(known as the education social work service, or education welfare service) then 

stated whether more than half of each child’s absence was due to illness. If 

not, he stated which of seven categories accounted for the greatest proportion 

of absences. Cases where more than half the absence was due to illness were not 

included in the subsequent analysis of results.

Results Table 1 shows the prevalence of persistent unjustified absence in each 

age group. It will be seen that prevalence rates are remarkably constant from 

the start of compulsory education until the age of 12, after which there is a 

rapid increase with a peak in the final year.

Table 2 shows the categories into which their educational social workers 

placed the pupils. The categories were reached in discussion with senior 

members of the service, and were intended to be meaningful to the officers 

concerned rather than to follow traditional diagnostic categories. Hence, 
category 6, ’’psychosomatic illness’’ almost certainly includes children presenting
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with the "somatic disguise" of school phobia. Officers were expected to tick 

psychosomatic illness only when the diagnostic assessment had been made by a 

doctor. The wording of the school phobia category deliberately focussed attention 
on severe home problems as described in much of the psychiatric literature, in 
order to exclude children whose absence was due simply to dislike of some aspect 

of school. These children should generally have been included in categories 

1, 4 or 5* As each family was usually known to only one officer, there was no 
evidence either on the reliability or the validity of the ratings. Nevertheless, 

it is of considerable interest that over 16 per cent of primary school absentees 

and 26 per cent from secondary schools were thought to be absent with their 

parents* knowledge, but without their^consent. School phobia/refusal is generally 

thought to account for a much smaller proportion of absentees, yet this is one 

of the most frequently used diagnostic criteria.
Analysis of absentee rates in each secondary school against a number of 

school and community variables showed a significant positive correlation with 

poverty in the school1s catchment area as reflected in the number of pupils 

receiving free school meals. In contrast, no association was found with the 

school’s size, nor with the number of pupils excluded on disciplinary grounds.

Yet although free school meal rates predicted how many children at a school might 

be persistent absentees, further analysis has shown that the pupils known to be 

eligible for free meals were not more likely to be persistent absentees than 

their peers who were not. This suggests the possibility of contributory factors 

within the schools concerned. However, transfer to a new and larger secondary 

did not per se seem to be a cause of higher absence rates; children who transferred 

to a secondary school at age 11 were not more likely to become persistent 

absentees than their exact contemporaries who remained at middle schools for a 

further year of primary education. Analysis of the boy-girl ratio in the 1974 
survey showed a non-significant excess of girls, a trend noted by Shepherd et 

al (1971)* On the other hand, when the categories of absence were broken down 
by sex, truancy was seen to be almost twice as common in secondary school boys



as in girls, while the reverse applied to pupils remaining at home with their 

parents* knowledge, consent and approval.
The prevalence surveys summarised here show that truancy and school phobia 

were together thought to account for less than 20 per cent of absences, while 
absence with parental knowledge, with or without active consent, accounted for 

more than six times as many primary school absentees and well over twice as 

many in secondary schools,

PERSISTENT ABSENTEEISM IN SHEFFIELD (2)

Rationale and method Following these results, a more detailed study of 

individuals aimed to answer three questions: (1) How many of this "silent

majority** share the characteristics of truants or school refusers? (2) Do 

absentees in this area who are referred to psychological and psychiatric support 

services differ from absentees who are not? (3) As persistent absence is so 
much more widespread in secondary schools, is there evidence that, compared with 

absences from primary school, secondary school absenteeism is less influenced 

by family and psychological factors, and more influenced by school or community 

factors?
Four samples were selected: (1) all pupils at one secondary school who

missed 50 Per cent of attendances in the previous autumn term without adequate 
reason; (2) all pupils who missed a similar amount of time from the secondary 

school’s feeding primary schools; (3) all pupils known to have been referred to 

the Education Department’s Psychological Service in a larger, but overlapping 

area within a two year period, for advice or treatment on school attendance 

problems; (4) good attenders selected from the same class as some of the 

secondary school absentees and one of the primary schools.
Pupils in the secondary and primary school absentee samples who had been 

referred to a psychologist on account of school attendance problems were included 

only in the "referred" sample. The secondary school catchment area had a high 

incidence of social problems, with few owner occupied houses. Over 90 Per cent



of parents from each of the original absentee samples agreed to be interviewed, 
but only 74 per cent of the good attenders* parents.
Results Table 3 shows relatively few items from the histories reported at 
parent interview distinguishing the three groups of absentees. In statistical 
analysis the log-Rikelihood ratio statistic was preferred to the more familiar 
chi square, to which it approximates, for reasons explained by Gabriel (1966). 
Answering the initial questions in order: (1) the behaviours associated with both
truancy and school refusal were evident in both the primary and the secondary 
school absentee groups, with the sole exception of sleep disturbance mn the 
primary pupils; (2) absentees referred to psychologists differed significantly 
from the other two absentee groups only in showing a higher incidence of difficulty 
in social relationships at school than the secondary absentees and a lower 
incidence of socio-medical problems than the primary pupils; in addition, there 
was a tendency for problems such as stealing and lying to be more common;
(3) primary school absentees were significantly more likely than their secondary 
school counterparts to have experienced severe socio-medical problems, while parents 
of the secondary school pupils were more likely to report dislike of a particular 
subject or teacher as a reason for absence.

More differences were found between the three absentee groups and the good 
attenders, yet even here the only discriminatory item which might generally be 
described as a "neurotic” symptom was fear of harm befalling the parent, with 

associated reluctance to leave home. This raises the question whether the anxiety 
should be seen as neurotic, or an understandable response to parental ill-health. 
Parents in each sample were asked to complete the Malaise Inventory (Rutter et al, 
1970). This questionnaire has been shown to have reasonably high validity in 
predicting psychiatric disorder (Chadwick, 1976). Although the differences between 
the Sheffield samples did not reach statistical significance, there was a noticeable 
trend for the mothers of secondary absentees to show higher rates of reported 
disorder, as assessed by a score of more than 6. The three absentee groups, though 

not the good attenders, had significantly higher scores than the full control sample 
in Chadwick's study. In fact, the rate of disorder in the absentee groups is
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similar to that of the group with psychiatric disorder on the Isle of Wight.
That this should be reflected in the children’s school attendance is not altogether 
surprising in view of the association between parental ill-health and childhood 
disorder (Kutter, 1966).
Implications The surveys summarised here are consistent with the epidemiological
literature on the prevalence of maladjustment (Davie et al, 1972) and psychiatric
disorder (Rutter et al, 1970, 1975̂ .)• These suggest that prevalence rates on a
random sample are a great deal higher than would be assumed from the numbers
referred for advice or treatment from specialist services. In keeping with these
findings, the total prevalence of illegal absence from school is considerably 
higher than that suggested in studies of clinic referrals. How far the largest 
groups of pupils remaining at home with their parents’ knowledge, sometimes with 
their active consent and sometimes without it, differ from the traditional 
diagnostic categories of truancy and school refusal remains an open question, 
though our work does suggest that the area of overlap is considerable. Less 
disputable, however, is the high level of possible psychiatric disorder in the 
mothers of all our absentee samples. How far this is causally related to their 
chiIren’s symptoms and attendance problems is not yet clear; mothers of good 
attenders also , had a fairly high rate of possible disorder, though their 
scores tended to be lower than in the absentee groups.

Interviews both with the parents and children in the absentee samples 
showed a considerable overlap between different reasons for absence, suggesting 
that the categories in Table 1 oversimplify the true position. Lome of the 
pupils who remained at home, with or without their parents1 active consent, 
admitted to some truancy. Further, some of the children whose absences were 
actively condoned by their parents showed the behaviours characteristic of 
school phobia/refusal in the psychiatric literature. In view of the reported 
success of clinic-based treatment for this problem, one might conclude that 
clinical facilities should be extended; unfortunately, the position is 
complicated not only by the lack of resources for this sort of development, but 
also by two further factors: (1) it is not certain that parents living in
highly adverse social and physical conditions are able to attend clinics, let 
alone benefit from the treatment they can offer; (2) the second study 
indicates the relevance of school factors, at least for the secondary sample; 
it is not clear whether clinic-baEed teams are in the best position to serve 
schools, as well as individuals.
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Implications for Management
Roles for the psychological/psychiatric team The studies reported above suggest 
that in one area of Sheffield absentees who are referred for advice or treatment 
from psychologists differ in certain respects from absentees who are not referred.

4

Nevertheless,-a high prevalence of social and psychological problems is evident 

in the secondary and primary samples. The psychological support services have 

two potential roles: (1) as therapists for individuals, and (2) as

consultants to advise on management. In practice, these roles are not mutually 
exclusive, yet the distinction should be recognised in planning a network of 

services.
The generally favourable outcomes of treatment for school refusal (Hersov, 

1977) point to the value of a clinic-based service for families which are able 

to attend regularly. The study reported in this paper suggests that symptoms 

associated with school refusal may be more prevalent than has previously been 

assumed, particularly in inner-city areas which are known from other research to 

have high rates of psychiatric disorder (Rutter et al, 1975a) and social 

malaise (Wedge and Prdsser, 1973)• Unfortunately, these are the areas where 

families may be most likely to have difficulty in keeping appointments. One 

obvious reason for this is that many parents face so many social and medical 

problems that insisting on their anxious or resistant children attending school 

is a long way down their list of prioritiies; another is that their own child— 
hood may not have led them to see education as a partnership between school 

and home.
In such areas, when teachers and social workers may understandably feel 

overwhelmed by the number of children and families with special needs, clinicians 

may wish to allocate time for what is essentially an advisory service for teachers 

and other professional personnel rather than a treatment service. Such a service



has an important implication for referral. In a treatment service, it makes 
sense to encourage the referral of cases with the best prognosis for the available 
treatments. This generally implies children with neurotic disorders such as 
school phobics or refusers, rather than conduct disorders such as truants 
(Robins, 1966; Levitt, 19^3). An advisory service, in contrast, would encourage 
referral of pupils who were most disruptive and disturbing to the teachers, and 
explore ways of helping them within the school or community.
ISulti-dimensional Assessment The second Sheffield study confirms what many 
clinicians will have suspected, namely that no theory of Bingle causation is 
likely to account satisfactorily for unjustified absence from school. A child 
may be absent because lie is embarrassed by his educational backwardness, frightened 
of a particular teacher, unskilled in social relationships with other children, 
worried about his parents* or siblings* health, worried about the disintegration 
of his home, anxious about his own physical development, (for example when puberty 
is delayed), easily led by more dominant or delinquent peers, and so on.
Similarly, Hersov's (1977) review of school refusal shows that this is probably 

"not a true clinical entity with a uniform aetiology, psychopathology, course, 
prognosis and treatment, but rather a collection of symptoms or a syndrome occurring 
against the background of a variety of psyohiatrie disorders1’. In other words, 
assessment should examine the possibility of social, educational, and psychological 
factors both within the ©hiId and the family.

How this is achieved in praotie© will depend on the organisation of local 
resources. Traditionally, ©hiId guidance or ehild psyohiatrio teams ©ensiet of 
psychiatrist, educational psychologist and psyehiatri© sooial worker. In principle 
this team is well placed to assess psyehiatri©, educational and sooial fetors.
The centralised clinic team has, however, ©ome under considerable attack (Tiaard, 
1973* Lesley, 1974) and i§ being replaced in many areas by a more loosely knit 
network of services as proposed by the Court Committee on Child health Uervieea
(mm®, 1976)#

In practice, it is as difficult t© distinguish the relative ecntributions



different potential causes in cases of poor school attendance as with any 

_er presenting symtom. For two reasons this problem is particularly acute 

assessing the significance of school variables: first, these are frequently 

.hasised by clients and second, schools which appear very similar to an outside 

itor may provide quite different experiences for vulnerable children who attend 

:m. Similarly, schools vary - quite understandably - in their ability to cater 

the individual needs of a pupil who, from their point of view, may 

istently have rejected everything they have offered in the past.

-unity-based Assessment A model which is gaining favour in a number of local 

cation authorities in England, is for the support services of school health, 

ational psychology and educational social work (also known as educational 

fare) to base themselves on secondary school catchment areas. As the support 

"ice responsible for cases of poor attendance, educational social workers 

pcrate with teachers in preliminary investigations. Ideally, these include 

me visit, generally from the educational social, worker, to identify 

ributory problems at home, and an interview with the child about possible 

iculties at school. Sometimes study of the attendance register shows a 

aistent pattern of absences, for example from certain subjects, or at the start 

die week. When a pupil has frequent absences due to minor illness, advice is 

■ht from the schools* visiting medical officer who may involve the educational 

.hologist or child psychiatrist if he thinks the illnesses may be symptomatic 

-ther problems. Other children may be referred directly to the visiting 

-ational psychologist or discussed informally with him at a weekly staff 

ing on pupils* welfare.

A development in Liverpool has extended this approach. Each area has a social 

ation team, headed by an "education guidance officer" whose job is to 

rdinate the efforts of all the available educational, social work and medical 

cies to help both child and school (Brandon, 1974). Although the teams are 

d in the Education Department, it is hoped that they will be able to draw on
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is not clear how far this has in fact "been possible, and the emphasis seems to 

be somewhat heavily on the child's and family’s problems rather than on contributory 

factors in school. Nevertheless, the social education team constitutes an 

interesting attempt to extend and co-ordinate the available resources for dealing 

with truancy and related problems.

The Scope and Limitations of "Clinical” Treatment Ever since Broadwin's classic 

paper (1932), school phobia (or school refusal) has attracted consistent attention 

from psychiatrists and psychologists. Numerous papers have described the syndrome 

and many different forms of treatment. Although truancy is widely agreed to be 

more widespread than school refusal, even when the term is restricted to children 

absent from school without their parents' knowledge or consent, its treatment 

appears to have received remarkably little attention from psychologists and 

psychiatrists; clinical studies are noteable only for their absence. There 

are a number of possible reasons for this: (1) truancy is usually regarded as

just one aspect of a more wide-ranging conduct disorder, while school refusal 

is often seen as the main expression of a neurotic disorder; (2) conduct disorders 

are less amenable to clinic—based treatments than neurotic disorders, and have a 

worse prognosis (Levitt, 1963; Kobins, 1966); (3) truants and their families 

may be less likely to co-operate in clinic-based intervention than school refusers 

who are referred for treatment, perhaps owing to differences in social class 

(Hersov, i960).

The first of these possibilities merits further discussion. While there is 

a detailed theoretical literature on school refusal, the same is not true of 

truancy or other forms of absenteeism. While clinicians are in general agreement 

about the neurotic nature of school refusal, they have differed on points of detail, 

for instance the relative significance of depression, separation anxiety and 

avoidance conditioning (Davidson, 1961; Chazan, 1962; Ross, 19T2). The point is 

that the theoretical and diagnostic literature provides a number of conceptual



ameworks on which to base treatment programmer;.

Studies reviewed by Yule (1977) suggest that approaches derived from behaviour 

erapy and modification have been successful in treating a variety of conduct 

oblems, both in home and school settings. The common conceptual background to 

ese studies is that treatment is based on a behavioural analysis which seeks 

describe how the child and people in his environment interact with each other 

creating or maintaining the presenting problem. This approach lends itself to 

„ study and treatment of a problem in which there is often a complex inter- 

ion between family, environmental, temperamental and school variables. Viewed 

this way, clinic treatments could have an important role in the treatment of 

e truants, but are not likely to be effective unless combined with other 

.roaches which tackle the problem in its social context. A case history will 

_ustrate this approach.

e History - Albert Albert was referred at the age of 15 with a long history 

truancy and delinquency. His offences were sometimes committed on his own, 

®etimes in company. He was of low average intelligence, severely retarded 

cationally, and had few friends. His parents were concerned about him, but 

mother suffered from depression and his father worked long hours. His 

her reported that her depression had started after the death, from acute 

Ikaemia, of Albert's older sister, to whom he had been very close. This 

;pened two months after he started his secondary education. Perhaps understand- 

, his parents were relieved, rather than concerned, that he showed no grief.

- family interview Albert astonished his parents by bursting into tears when 

?ed if he had been close to his sister.

A provisional formulation saw Albert's initial truancy as a response to 

solved grief and associated anxiety about his mother's health. They were 

-red separate interviews, using a modified version of the approach described by 

-ay (1977) for treating grief reaction. However, it was felt that Albert's 

-ent truancy was maintained by secondary factors, mainly his social isolation 

educational retardation. This highlighted two problems in his school's



provision for pupil welfare: (1) that class teachers were encouraged to pass all 

’’welfare” problems to the Head of Year (the teacher responsible for each age 

group) whose time was mainly spent investigating cases of disruptive behaviour; 

(2) the school currently had no remedial teaching facilities for 15 and 16 year 
olds. Arrangements were made to tackle the immediate problem by drawing up an 

individual time-table in co-operation with Albert; this enabled him to receive 

-n- at considerable administrative inconvenience — some remedial teaching, and an 

unusual number of woodwork and P.E. lessons - subjects which he enjoyed and were 

taught by teachers he liked. The broader issues were discussed in a series of 
meetings of senior staff, when future policy was under consideration.

School and Community Based Treatment

Treatment at school within ordinary classes Brooks (1974) has described the use 
of contingency contracts with truants. The use of contingency contracts lends 

itself to the assessment procedures suggested above, since the contract can be 

tailor-made to deal with problems arising in - or caused: by - factors at home,, 

at school or in the community. Brooks1 contracts were drawn up by a school 

counsellor and involved a written contract between pupil, parent and school in 
which school attendance was reinforced by previously agreed rewards.

Brooks’ reported improvement but his cases seem to have been relatively 

straightforward. It was not necessary for the contract to specify active 

intervention from the school, for example in teaching the pupil to read more 

fluently by providing an individualised remedial programme. Another approach is 

described by Boyson (1974)* He appears to be in some doubt as to whether 
responsibility for truancy lies primarily with slack teachers, neglectful parents 

or subversive administrators, but describes his own approach as ’’regular if not 
-eternal vigilance” ; staff at his school made frequent spot checks for hidden

-truancy, with immediate phone calls to parents - at work if necessary - whenever 
_ny unexplained absence was :disovered.



Whether this approach is seen as coercive or caring may depend on one’s point 

f view.. The same may be said of the role of school counsellors and teachers with 

positions of special responsibility for pastoral care. Reynolds and Murgatroyd 

1977) have argued that these appointments exaggerate the influence of individual 
taff and underestimate the capacity of the school's internal organisation in 
enerating its own problems. Counselling procedures have nevertheless been used 

oth by teachers and by outside personnel in attempts to improve attendance. Some 

mall-scale studies with truants have obtained results which justify cautious 

ptimism, though

he follow-up periods were rather short. (Law, 1973; Sassi, 1973; Cain, 1974; 

*eaumont, 1976; Tumelty, 1976). A more wide—ranging action research project 
Rose and Marshall, 1974) Las suggested that attendance may be improved and 

elinquency reduced when counsellors or social workers are introduced into schools.

While the clinical literature on treatment has concentrated on school 

efusal, the few published descriptions of school-based treatment have concentrated 

;n truancy. One of the few studies which focusses on poor attenders without 1

iscriminating truants from other absentees compared the efficacy of three 

lehaviour modification prodedures with elementary (primary) school children 

:organ, 1975)• A combination of material rewards and social leinforcement from 

eers was found to be the most effective procedure, though the follow-up period 

—s very short. In view of the complexity of reasons for illegal absence, it is 

-ubtful whether the arbitrary application of behaviour modification techniques 

justified, though they can certainly form part of a programme based on a careful 

sessment of the presenting problem (Galloway, 1 9 7 7 )

-■ecial units in ordinary schools Special units for problem pupils could 

-gitimatel.y be described as the only current growth area in British education.

__iy of them cater inter alia for truants and school refusers. Teachers' opinions 

uout basing these units in ordinary schools are divided. Some believe their 

-imary focus should be on therapy, others on deterrence; while some emphasise 

-e need to protect the conforming majority from undesirable influences (Lodge,
a

77) others stress the therapeutic and rehabilitative function, and encourage



social workers, psychologists arirl psychiatrists to participate in the overall 

planning and more immediate recommendations for individual children, (Jones,

1973; 1974). Some head teachers, however, oppose the introduction of any form 

of unit for absentees or disruptive pupils. Three reasons are commonly put 

forward: (1) the existence of such a unit "normalises” deviant behaviour in the
eyes of pupils, and thus reduces the potential influences of group pressure 

from the conforming majority; (2) it is as unsound educationally to separate 

problem pupils from their peers as to cream off the academic elite into grammar 

schools; (3) the units reduce the commitment of class teachers and subject 

teachers to handle problems themselves, with consequent reluctance to co-operate 

in a pupil's return from the unit.

A growing number of head teachers appear to think these obstacles can be 

overcome. Following the early reports (Boxall, 1973; Jones, 1973, 1974* Labon,
1973) over 200 schools have established special groups ( Berger and 

Mitchell, 1978). How many of these cater for truants as well as disruptive 
pupils is not know-:, nor is there yet any reliable body of information about 

tneir methods or their results.

Special units outside ordinary schools Parallelling the development of special 

units in ordinary schools has been a similar development in which units have 

been established to take "hard-core” cases from a number of different schools.

Some of these cater primarily for delinquent or disruptive adolescents, but 

generally find that many of their clients have had school attendance problems.

Others cater primarily for truants. No consensus has yet emerged regarding 

responsibility for these centres. Some are set up by the local education department 

and arc run exclusisvely by teachers; others arc set up by social work departments, 

with teachers seconded from the education department. In Scotland, provision of 

day units for truants has been encouraged by the Pack Report, in preference to 

residential provision (Scottish Education Department, 1977)-

Rowan (1976) has noted that children are always accepted for outside units 

on the understanding that they remain on the register of their ordinary school, to



which it is hoped they will eventually return. Although they share the common aim oi 

providing an effective alternative to orthodox- schooling, they vary widely in 

their methods. The Islington Centre in London caters for truants referred by 

local secondary schools (Grunsell, 1978). Their relatively unstructured approach 
tolerates a wide range of disturbed behaviour within an accepting framework 

reminiscent of some of the pioneer workers for maladjusted children. The 

-ammersmith Teenage Project (NACRO, 1978) also caters for truants, though truancy 

's secondary to a history of delinquency as a criterion for admission. This 

-roject breaks new ground in the treatment of truants (and offenders) in England 

y employing as staff people who had themselves been in trouble as adolescents* 

laving similar backgrounds and problems to the project1s youngsters, it was hoped 

hat these workers would provide more acceptable identification figures and thus 

ffer a model of successful emergence from an incipient criminal career.

The majority of special units and centres catering for truants appear to 

perate on relatively unstructured lines. Descriptive accounts are not hard to 

ind, but evaluative studies are almost non-existent. One consistent trend from 

_he small available literature is that successful return to school is seldom 

achieved. The Islington Centre and the Hammersmith Project had to dismiss this 

_s impractical for most children. This may have been due to the disturbance in 

die pupils; alternatively, it may be attributable to the units providing so 

-adical an alternative to conventional education that realistic pressure to return 

ould have run counter to their practice and philosophy. A third possibility is 

lint the schools themselves may have been less than enthusiastic about the return 

f their poor attenders. lpollow-up studies on the subsequent careers of truants 

no have attended such centres, compared with truants who remained in conventional 
ducation, are urgently needed.

An exception to the general lack of success in returning pupils to school is 

=ie Hungerford Centre in London (Lane, 1977a, 1977b). The centre offers short- 

_rm treatment based on a contract between each child, the centre's staff and 
e referring school. Significantly, the referring school is involved in drawing



up the contract which can, when necessary, specify what the school should do to 

facilitate the pupil's return. The child is expected to keep to his contract 

and can see whether the centre and his school keep to theirs. Training and 

advice is offered to the ordinary school's teachers and the child is consciously 

taught how to cope with the situations that had previously led to confrontation 

or escape. The centre caters primarily for disruptive pupils, some of whnm, 

nevertheless, have attendance problems. This would seem a logical and promising 

avenue for further research, particularly if pupils' families can also be 

involved in the contract.

CONCLUSIONS
The efficacy of clinic-based treatment is not in doubt for many cases of 

acute school refusal associated with a neurotic disorder, it is not clear whether 

the same procedures will be effective when similar symptoms are associated with 

the severe social problems prevailing in the area of our study. The school-based 

team of educational psychologist, education social worker (or welfare officer) 

and specialist teachers should be able to carry out initial assessment, giving 
greater attention to the potential influence of school - positive or negative —

than is possible for a clinic-based team. When appropriate the more specialised

skills of psychiatrists and other casework or medical services are naturally 

available through normal referral channels.
Similar choices face educational administrators in allocating resources to 

the treatment of absenteeism: should they be channelled into special units which
may provide an intensive treatment service for a small minority of absentees, 

usually hard-core truants, or should the available funds be allocated to encourage 

schools themselves to cater more successfully for their absentees? In this 

connection there is an urgent need for research into the progress of pupils 

admitted to special units, particularly those which are separate from ordinary 

schools. One of the few relatively consistent trends to emerge from the literature

is that return to school is more often an ideal than a reality.



Study of persistent absence from school reveals a complex inter-relationship 

between factors in the school, the local community, the family and the child 

himself. Hence treatment of the individual, alone or with his family, has a 

good prognosis only when school and community factors appear insignificant as 

in some cases of school refusal, or their influence can be overcome in the course 

of treatment. No single approach - counselling, social workers in schools, 

special units within schools, special centres independent of schools - is likely 

to succeed unless based on the recognition that a solution to a many facetted 

problem will require close co-ordination and co-operation between schools and 

the various advisory, casework and treatment agencies,
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School Age 1973 1974
Group

No, of 
Absentees*

of total -on
roll in each 

_ age group*
No. of 

Absentees#-
• of total 
<?n roll in . 
each ae*e'err>*

5 ^4 0.6 11 0.4
Infant 
or First

6 40 0.5 17 0.2

7 18 0.2 24 0.3
8 25 0.3 21 0.2

9 26 0.3 22 0.2
Junior 
or Middle

10 33 0.4 11 0.1
11 30 0.4 30 0.3
12 37 1.0 15 0.4

mary Schools Total 233 0.4 - 151 (139+: 0.3
12 15 0.5 ! 21 0.4
13 89 1.3 '74 0.8

iprehensive 14 91 1.4 137 1.7
15 154 2 .3 138 1.8
16 290 4.4 302 3.9

econ -ary 
SchocIs Total 639 2.1 

_____  ...
672 (598+: 1.8

* 1973: 6 weeks in the Autumn term; 30 secondary school catclunent areas 
1974: 14 weeks in the Autumn term; 36 secondary school catclunent areas 
+ Total from the 30 schools in 1973 survey



TABIE 2 Reasons for persistent absenteeism (excluding prolonged organic illness)

Primary Schools Secondary Schools
Per cent Per cent

* 1973 1974 1973 1974

With parents* knowledge, consent 
and approval 24.2 19.2 24.3 15.4

Socio-medical reasons - child is . 
excluded from school for reasons 
such as infestation, scabies etc..

10.5 6.6 2.7 3.0

* School phobia*. Non-attendance • 
is associated with severe 
relationship difficulties in the 
home

1.2 4.0 00•■'3- 3.5

Parents unable or unwilling to 
insist on return - child is at 
home with parents* knowledge but 
not with their active consent

16.1 18.6 26.0 31.3

Truancy - child is absent with­
out parents* knowledge or 
consent

2.4 2.0 11.2 15.4

Fs.ycliosomatic illness 4.4 1.3 3.8 4.7
Mixed - part of the child*s 
absence is due to illness but 
one or more of the other factors 
is also relevant

41.2 48.3 27.8 26.7

100 100
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A P P E N D I X  5.

Persistent Absentee Survey 1976-77 

Notes for Education Welfare ^Officers

'Were more than absences due to illness? Yes or No 
If the answer is Yes ignore the rest of the form

A. Absent with parent1 s knowledge, consent, approval. Kept
at home to help in the home, look after younger siblings etc.

B. Socio-medical reasons. Child is absent with parents’ knowledge 
on account of not having shoes, clothes, etc. or excluded from 
school for socio-medical reasons such as infestations, scabies.

C. "School phobia". Child refuses to leave home; severe relationship 
difficulties within the home.

D. Parents unable or unwilling to insist on return. "Condoned 
absence" - child is frequently at home, theoretically against 
parents wishes, but parents are unable or unwilling to insist 
on return to school.

E. Truancy. Child is absent without parents' knowledge or consent.
F. Psychosomatic illness. Child is ill, but doctors, (G.P., S.M.O., 

psychiatrist, etc.) treat the illness as being psychological in 
origin.

G-. Mixed, but including some illness - part of the child's absence 
is due to illness but one or more of the other factors are also 
relevant.

H. Absent because excluded or suspended from school.

Please tick ONE column only. As a general rule please tick the category 
which you think explains the greatest part of the child's absence. The 
only exception to this is the mixed category, which should be.ticked if 
you'think that more than two weekvs absence was due to illness.

D. M. G-alloway June, 1977
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.free acnooi meais m  j-rimar.v Schools (1974)*

Junior and 
Infant 
Schools

N=29477

First and 
Kiddle 
Schools
11=31476 .

log likelihood 
ratio

Free School Keals 2310 3522 199-4 PC001

* Figures include Nursery School pupils
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xxj- ± icou-LG v j- • xnc; |ji c vaiciiuc ujl pt̂ rbib uunu
absenteeism within families, including pupils whose 
absences were attributed mainly to illness; (numbers 

in brackets refer to percentage rates).

1974 1975 1976

Dumber of families 
with 1 child in survey 890 (89.18) 804 (90.54) 775 (90.39)
Dumber of families with 
2 children in survey 95 (9.52) 78 (8.78) 68 (7.93)
Dumber of families with 
3 children in survey 9 ( .90) 6 ( *68) 13 (1.51)
Dumber of families with 
4 children in survey 2 ( .2 ) 0 ( 0 ) 2 ( .23)
Dumber of families with 
5 children in survey 2 ( .2 ) 0 ( 0 ) 0 ( 0 )
Dumber of families with 
~  6 children in survey 0 ( 0 ) 0 ( 0 ) 0 ( 0 )

Total number of families 
involved

—
998 888 858

APPENDIX 4« Table VII. Dumber of families with 
children persistently absent from school, including 
pupils whose absences were attributed mainly to 

illness; (number in brackets refer to percentage rates).

No. of families with£ 1 child in 1 survey 

Do. of families with >1 " "2 "

Do. of families with « " 3  »’

1968 (86.93) 

241 (10.64) 

55 ( 2.43)

Total number of families involved in 
all 3 surveys 2264



Appendix 4-. Table VIII. Dumber of children recorded in 
three surveys, including pupils whose absences were att­
ributed to illness; (numbers in brackets refer to percentage 
rates).

Dumber of children appearing in 1 survey only: 
Dumber of children appearing in 2 surveys: 
Dumber of children appearing in 3 surveys:

2345 (87.73) 
271 (10.14) 

57 ( 2.13)

Total number of children appearing in all 
3 surveys 2673

Appendix 4. Table IX. Frequency of change of 
address in children recorded in more than one survey 
including pupils whose absences were attributed mainly 

to illness.

With same 
address

With different 
addresses on 
each occasion

Percent of 
total who 
had changed 
addresses

Dumber of children 176 95 35.06
appearing in 2
surveys

Dumber of children 55 2 3.51
appearing in 3
surveys

-



Aged 5-11 assigned to each category.
Analysis Over Three Years.
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iirrililM.UXA lauxti -Li). auiuuex U1 r c x j a x a u c n n
Absentees Aged 12-15 assigned to each category. 

Analysis Over Three Years._____ _
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Assigned to each Category.
Analysis by age groups in each year of the Study.
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A ss ig n ed  to  each  C a te g o ry .
A n a ly s is  b y  Age Groups i n  each Y e a r  o f  th e  S tu d y .
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Assigned to each Category.
Analysis by Age Groups in each Year of the Study.
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— ---   —--- — .... — --- -— ---  n ~ ~ u rPersistent Absentees Aged 5-11.______

1974 - 1976 (N=55i)
Boys
N=280

Girls
N=271

log likelihood 
ratio df=l

Absent with parents’ 
knowledge, consent and 
approval

43 38 .20
NS

Socio-medical
reasons

10 14 .84
NS

"School phobia" or
psychosomatic
illness

11 7 .80
NS

Parents unable or 
unwilling to insist 
on return

46 41 .18
NS

Truancy: absence without 
parents T knowledge or 
consent

3 0 numbers 
too small

Some illness also 
other factors 
present

66 70 .38
NS,

Excluded or suspended 
from school 0 0 numbers 

too small

Absence mainly due to 
illness

98 99 .14
NS

Could not be rated 3 2 not appropriate



T a b le  UEb. Sex D is t r i b u t io n  in  each C a te g o ry  o f
P e r s is t e n t  A b sen tees  Aged 12-1*5.________

1974 -  1976 (T M 4 12 )

Boys
N=645

Girls
H=767

log likelihood 
ratio df = 1

Absent with parents’ 
knowledge, consent and 
approval

76 144 13.26
P<.01

Socio-medical reasons 16 18 .03;NS

"School phobia" or 
psychosomatic illness

32 51 1.83
NS

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

133 154 . 06 
m

Truancy: absence without 
parents knowledge or 
consent

139 70 43.11
p <.001

Some illness but other 
factors also present

106 141 .93-NS

Excluded or suspended 
from school

6 0 numbers 
too small

Absence mainly due to 
illness

130 181 2 .43
M

Could not be rated 7 8 not
appropriate



Table 111c. Sex Distribution in each Category of
Persistent Absentees Agced 16.

1974 - 1976 (11=1097)
Boys
h=470

Girls
E=627

log likelihood 
ratio' df = 1

Absent with parents’ 
knowledge, consent 
and approval

69 111 y* O
D

O

Socio-medical reasons 10 13 .004NS

"School phobia" or 
psychosomatic illness

24 23 1.34
NS

Parents unable or 
unwilling to insist 
on return

co 170 2.49

Truancy: absence with­
out parents’ knowledge 
or consent

73 42 22.13
p<*. 001

Some illness but other 
factors also present

72 113 1.41
NS

Excluded or suspended 
from school

2 4 numbers 
too small

Absence mainly due to 
illness

71- 142 9.6
p<.01

Could not be rated 1 9 not
appropriate
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Appendix 7 Tables la - I,j

Table la - School 18 dumber of Persistent Absentees Allocated
to the largest categories in 10 Secondary Schools with High Absentee
Rates - I By School.

1974
N=50

1975
N=41

1976
N=47

log
likelihood
ratio
df=2

Absent with parents’ know­
ledge, consent and approval

1 4 0 numbers 
too small

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

17 8 17 3.51 NS

Truancy: Absence without 
parents’ knowledge, or 
consent

8 0 0 11.86
(p<.01)

Mixed but including some 
illness

18 14 9 4.02 MS

Absence mainly due to 
illness

6 13 19 11.10
(p<-01)

Table lb - School 11 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to 
the Largest Categories in 1974> 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools 
with High Absentee Rates.

•
1974
N=60

1975
N=96

1976
N=87

log
likelihood
ratio
df=2

Absent with parents’ know­
ledge, consent and approval

14 36 6 26.48
(p<.001)

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

0 0 33 69.79
(p <.001)

Truancy: Absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

17 44 5 42.02
(p<.001)

Mixed but including some 
illness

25 0 3 62.01
(p<.001)

Absence mainly due to 
illness

2 15 21 13.82
(pf-01)



Table Ic - School 07 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools 
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=39

1975
N=80

1976
N=36

log 
likelihood 
ratio 
• df=2

Absent with parents1 know­
ledge, consent and approval

1 0 0 numbers 
too small

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

7 3 3 1.77

Truancy: Absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

0 0 1 numbers 
too small

Mixed but including some 
illness

27 24 18 6.94
P<.05

Absence mainly due to 
illness

2 3 14 15.90
p<.001

Table Id - School 04 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to 
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools 
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=35

1975
N=10

1976
N=16

log
likelihood
ratio
df=2

Absent with Parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval

1 4 9 21.25
p<.001

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

4 3 . 1 numbers 
too small

Truancy: absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

1 2 5 numbers 
too small

Mixed but including some 
illness

16 0 0 16.63
p<.001

Absence mainly due to 
illness

10 1 1 4.63 NS



Table 1e — School 14 Number of Persistent Absentees Alllocated to
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=53

1975 
N=57 '

1976
N=37

log
likelihood

ratio
df=2

Absent with parents’ know-, 
ledge, consent and approval

14 11 7 1.03 NS

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

7 5 8 3.04 NS

Truancy: Absence without 
Parents* knowledge or 
consent

8 16 9 2.86 NS

Mixed but including some 
illness

8 14 4 3.31 NS

Absence mainly due to 
illness

12 7 7 2.13 NS

Table If - School 27 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to
the Largest Categories in 1974. 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=75

1975 
, N=34

1976
N=36

log
likelihood

ratio
df=2

Absent with parents’ know­
ledge, consent and approval

9 3 5 .46 NS

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

21 5 8 2.47 NS

Truancy: Absence without 
parents’ knowledge or 
consent

13 6 6 .01 NS

Mixed but including some 
illness

‘ 13 6 6 .01 NS

Absence mainly due to illness 10 2 4 1.47 NS '



Table Ig — School 23 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to
the Largest Categories in 1974» 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=45

1975 
N=106

1976
N=86

...... , ...
log

likelihood
ratio
df=2

Absent with parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval

7 14 26 9-03 
P<« 02

Parents unable or unwilling 
to Insist on return

4 38 • • 21 13.53
P<-01

Truancy: absence without 
parents’ knowledge or 
consent

5 22 8 5.56
NS

Mixed but including some 
illness

10 18 0 24.00
p<.001

Absence mainly due to 
illness

15 . 9 23 17.31
p<.001

Table Ih - School 08 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to 
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools 
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=71

1975
N=86

1976
N=101

log 
likelihood 

rat io 
df=2

Absent without parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval

6 10 48 46.34
p<.001

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

35 36 6 53.66
p<.001

Truancy: absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

4 14 11 4.65
NS

Mixed but including some 
illness

10 2 13 9-93
P<.01

Absence mainly due to 
illness

12 19 15 1.69
NS



Table Ii - School 16 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=31

1975
N=40

1976
N=35

log
likelihood

ratio
df=2

Absent with parents1 know­
ledge, consent and approval

4 12 0 14.03
p<.001

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

2 2 6 3.46
NS

Truancy: Absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

4 3 1 numbers 
too small

Mixed but including some 
illness

7 16 10 2.64
NS

Absence mainly due to 
illness

9 5 14 7.80 
PC. 05

Table I.j - School 29 Number of Persistent Absentees Allocated to 
the Largest Categories in 1974* 1975 and 1976 in 10 Secondary Schools 
with High Absentee Rates.

1974
N=42

1975
N=26

1976
N=16

log
likelihood

ratio
df=2

Absent with parents* know­
ledge, consent and approval

1 1 9 25.36
p<.001

Parents unable or unwilling 
to insist on return

33 18 0 33.74
PC.001

Truancy: absence without 
parents* knowledge or 
consent

0 2 1 numbers 
too small

Mixed but including some 
illness

0 0 0 numbers 
too small

Absence mainly due to 
illness

7 5 6 2.82 
NS ,
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Date:

Childfs Name:

Address Informants:

1) Immediate Family,(state if not living with child).

Father: Occupation R.G. Class:

Mother: Occupation
and hours 
worked:

Siblings: Age or Date School or
of Birth: Occupation:

2) Is this ear.h parent's first marriage?

2) Accomodation: a) Type of house or flat:

b) Number of bedrooms:

Hew ?_ong has family been at present address?

5) If*chili is not living with natural parents what contact does he have
with them?

6) Child’s health record: (a) Accidents:

(b) Illnesses:

?) Major accidents or illness of siblings:

3) Parents' health record; (specify whether treated by G„P. or in
hospital):

(a) Mother:

(b) Father:

9) Has child ever suffered bereavement of close relative (e.g. parent, 
grand-parent- sibling),. Dates. How did he and other members of
family react?

1C) Is any social work agency involved with child?

"11) Is any social work agency involved with other members of family?

12) (a) Are parents on social security?

(b) Have they been at any time in last 12 months?

1.



13) Has child or sibling ever been in care?
Name: Dates:

1*0 Were parents ever in care?

15) Have the following occurred in the past? Do they occur now?

Eating problems*
Abdominal pains*
Sleep disturbance or fears*
Enuresis (night or day).
Stealing (from home or outside it)*
Persistent lying.
Wandering from home*
Anxiety about separation from" either parent.
Anxiety on part of parent about separation from child*

16) When did school attendance problems start?

17) When did other problems mentioned start?

18) Does child have any anxiety about sex (e.g. menstruation, changing 
for PE at school etc.).

19) What does child do in evenings and at week-ends?

20) (a) Does he have many friends of own age and sex? 

(b) Has he brought them home in previous week.

21) (a) Has he got girl (boy) friend?

(b) Has he brought her home in the previous week?

22) Has child had any prolonged (more than 2 week) separation from either 
parent? Date and duration.

In the past (specify) 
No Mild Severe

Now
No Mild Severe

23) Does mother know where child is when not at school? 
Generally Sometimes Seldom

2.



2*0 Parents ..explanation for absence from, school* Consider relative 
importance of:
Fear of bullying at school.
Fear of strict teacher*
Dislike of particular subject.
Sense of boredom, (lessons irrelevant to child’s interests).
Sense of academic failure.
Anxiety-re .social relationships at school.
Socio-medical reasons.
Anxiety re sex (menstruation, public showers, boy-girl relationships 
etc*)
Fear of harm befalling parent.
Kept at home to help parents look after sibling etc.
Illness.
Influence of peers.
Other (specify):

23) Has child ever shown physical symptom'^aused by anxiety about going 
to school? Please specify.

26) Infcmiation on parents' own education. _______
(a) Father: Grammar Sec. Modern Special Age of leaving Qualification

(b) Mother: Grammar See* Modern. Special Age of leaving Qualification

27) VJas parents' attendance: Good Average Poor
(a) Father
(b) Mother

28) Structured interview:
(a) D<p parents know child's teachers? How well do they get on with 

them?

(b) Do parents tend to give in easily when child demands something?

(c) Do they worry about him a lot? Or encourage him to stand "on
own 2 feet".

(d) Do they find it hard to take a firm line with him?
(e) Do they think he is too dependent for a child of his age?
(f) Is he often wilful or stubborn?



(g) Do they have warm/close relationship with child, or tense/ 
difficult one?

29) Parents1 views about what school could do to improve attendance?

30) Parents' views about what other agencies could do to improve 
attendance*



HEALTH questionnaire

Please ring the correct answer

Completed by ................. For Office Use
Only

1. Do you often have backache? Yes No

2o Do you feel tired most of the time? Yes No

3. Do you often feel miserable or depressed? Yes No

k. Do you often have bad headaches? Yes No

5- Do you often get worried about things? Yes No

6. Do you usually have great difficulty in 
falling asleep or staying asleep? Yes No

7. Do you usually wake unnecessarily early in 
the morning? Yes No

8, Do you wear yourself out worrying about your 
health? Yes No

9o Do you often npt into a violent rage? Yes No

10c Do people often annoy and irritate you? Yes No

11. Have you at times had a twitching of the face, 
head or shoulc’ers? Yes No

12. Do you often suddenly become scared for no 
good reason? Yes No

13. Are you scared to be alone when there are 
no friends near you? Yes No

14» Are you easily upset or irritated? Yes No

13. Are you frightened of going out alone or 
meeting people? Yes No i

16o Are you constantly keyed up and jittery? Yes No ' ....1
17. Do you suffer from indigestion? Yes No

18. Do you often suffer from an upset stomach? Yes No

19. Is your appetite poor? Yes No

20 o Does every little thing get on your nerves 
and wear you out? Yes No

21c Does your heart often race like mad? Yes No

22. Do you often have bad pains in your eyes? Yes No »
i

23. Are you troubled with rheumatism or fibrositis? Yes No ...........  1!
5.



S C A L E  A  (2)
TO BE COMPLETED BY PARENTS

Name of Child ................................................................................................   Boy/Girl Date of Birth

Address ............................................................................ _.......... School

HOW  TO FILL IN THIS FORM

The questionnaire asks about various kinds o f behaviour that many children show at some time. Please give the answers according to the way 
your child has been during the PAST 12 M ONTHS.

HEALTH PROBLEMS
Below is a list o f  minor health problems which most children have at some time. Please tell us how often each o f these 

happens with your child by putting a cross in the correct box.

FOR OFFICE 
USE ONLY

Never Occasionally, 
but not as often as 

once per week

At least 
once per 

week

. .. Complains o f h e a d a c h e s ............................................................................... □ □ □ □

-L. Has stomach-ache or v o m i t i n g .................................................................. □ □ □ □

J . Asthma or attacks o f w h e e z i n g .................................................................... □ □ □ □

. Wets the bed or pants ............................. .......................................... □ □ □ □

Soils or loses control o f b o w e l s .................................................................... □ □ □ □

. Has temper tantrums (that is, complete loss o f temper with shouting, 
angry movements, etc.) . . □ □ □ □

. Had tears on arrival at school or refused to go into the building □ □ □ □

Truants from school ................................................................................. □ □ □ □



HABITS. Please place a cross in the box by the correct answer.

Does he/she stammer or stutter ? .. f~~) No. □  Yes—mildly. Q  Yes—severely.

FOR OFFICE 
USE ONLY

□

□
. Is there any difficulty with speech other than

stammering or stuttering? ................. Q  No. Q  Yes—mild. Q  Yes—severe.

If “Yes”, please describe the difficulty: ------------- --- ------------------------------------ --------------------------------------------

I.> Does he/she ever steal t h in g s ?   Q  No. Q  Yes—occasionally. Q  Yes—frequently.
If “Yes” (occasionally or frequently), 
does it involve

[ | minor pilfering of pens, sweets, toys, small sums of money, etc.

[~~1 stealing of big things

f~j both minor pilfering and stealing of big things 

is stealing done is stealing done

f~~| in the home Q  on own

| | elsewhere Q  with other children or adults

[~] both in the home and elsewhere Q  sometimes on own, sometimes with others

□

□

□ □

Is there any eating difficulty?
If “Yes”, is it

| | faddiness 

f~~| not eating enough 

f~~l eating too much 

[~~| other, please describe:

| | No. Q  Yes—mild. | | Yes—severe. □

□

□

Is there any sleeping difficulty? ..
If “Yes”, is it difficulty in

Q  getting off to sleep 

Q  waking during the night 

| | waking early in the morning 

| | other, please describe:..........

| | No. Q  Yes—mild. | | Yes—severe. □

□



Below are a series of descriptions of behaviour often shown by children. After each statement are three columns— 
‘Doesn’t Apply”, “Applies Somewhat”, and “Certainly Applies”. If your child definitely shows the behaviour described by 
he statement place a cross in the box under “Certainly Applies”. If he or she shows the behaviour described by the 
tatement but to a lesser degree or less often, place a cross under “Applies Somewhat”. If, as far as you are aware, your 
hild does not show the behaviour, place a cross under “Doesn’t Apply”.

Please put one cross against each statement. 

TATEMENT

1. Very restless, has difficulty staying seated for long

Doesn’t
Apply

□

Applies
Somewhat

□

Certainly
Applies

□

FOR OFFICE 
USE ONLY

□
2. Squirmy, fidgety child □ □ □ □
3. Often destroys own or others’ property .. □ □ □ □
4. Frequently fights or is extremely quarrelsome with other children □ □ □ □
5. Not much liked by other children □ □ □ □
6. Often worried, worries about many things □ □ □ □
7. Tends to be on own—rather solitary □ □ □ □
8. Irritable. Is quick to ‘fly off the handle’ □ □ □ □
9. Often appears miserable, unhappy, tearful or distressed □ □ □ □
0. Has twitches, mannerisms or tics of the face or body . . □ □ □ □
1. Frequently sucks thumb or finger □ □ □ □
2. Frequently bites nails or fingers □ □ □ □
3. Is often disobedient □ □ □ □
4. Cannot settle to anything for more than a few moments □ □ □ □
S. Tends to be fearful or afraid of new things or new situations □ □ □ □

16. Fussy or over-particular child □ □ □ □
17. Often tells lies □ □ □ □
18. Bullies other children □ □ □ □
XE THERE ANY OTHER PROBLEMS?

Signature: Mr./Mrs.. 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR HELP



Appendix 8 Table I Analysis of Informants at Interview with
Parents (siblings counted once^.

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Gfood 
Attend­
ers

Log lik-
lihood
ratio

Compar­
ison of 
sub
groups

N=38 N=17 N=19 N=22 df=3 df=3

PER CENT

Parent or 
parents alone

39.5 70.6 68.4 72.7 9.35
P<.05

NS

Parent or 
parents with 
child and/or 
siblings

60.5 29.4 31.6 27.3 9.35
p<*05

NS

Appendix 8 Table II Type of Housing (siblings counted once).

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

Log lik-
lihood
ratio

N=38 N—17 N=19 N=22 df=3

PER CENT
High rise 
council flats 
or council 
flats built 
before 1920

34.2 58.8 42.1 36.4 3.13
NS

Semi-detached 
or terrace 
house on 
council est­
ate built 
before 1950

63.2 41.2 42.1 50 3.50
NS

New council 
house (post 
1950); owner 
occupied; 
privately 
rented

2.6 0 15.8 13.6 Nos. too 
small





Appendix 8 Table III Length of Time at Present Address,

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

N=38 N=17 N=19 N=22 df=3

PER CENT
2:4 years at
present
address

68.4 64.7 73.7 63.6 .56
NS

Appendix 8 Table IV Information on Family Size and Structure.

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=38

Primary
School
Absentees

N=17

Referred
Absentees

N=19

Good
Attenders 

N=22

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

df=3

Compar­
ison of 
sub­
groups 
df~3

One or both 
parents dead

15.8

PER Cl 

11.8

NT

5.3 4.5 2.72
NS

Parents sep­
arated or 
divorced

21.1 41.2 31.6 22.7 2.72
NS

Child not 
living with 
both 
parents*

38.5 55 45 26.1 4.03
NS

Oldest, 
youngest or 
only child*

30.8 50 45 69.6 9.11
p<.05

Sec & GA
8.96 p<*.05

^ 4 children 
in family

* 73.7 82.4 68.4 50 5.41
NS

7/ 3 children 
per bedroom

21.1 . 35.3 15.8 4.5 6.76
NS

* N=39,20,20,23

10.



Appendix 8 Table V Medical History of Children and Siblings as
Reported at Interview with Parents.

Secondary
School
Absentees
N=39

Primary
School
Absentees
N=20

Referred
Absentees

N=20

Good
Attenders

N=23

Log like­
lihood 
ratio
df=3

Child with 
history of 
chronic 
illness

35.9

PER

20

CENT

50 21.7 5.67
NS

Child with 
history of 
serious 
illness or 
accident

17.9 15 20 34.8 3.01
NS

Child with 
chronic 
illness and/ 
qr history of serious illness or 
accident

48.7 30 60 56.5 4.48
NS

sibling 
with history 
of chronic 
illness

30.8 25 30 8.7 4.94
NS

7f 1 sibling 
with history 
of serious 
illness or 
accident

41.0 25 20 39.1 3.75
NS

^ 1 sibling 
with chronic 
illness and/ 
or history 
of serious 
illness or 
accident

53.8 45 40 43.5 1.28
NS





Appendix 8 Table VI Parents* Medical Histories Reported in Interview

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

Compar­
ison
between
sub­
groups

N=38 N=17 N=19 N=22 df^3 dfs=3

PER CENT
Mother with 
history of 
chronic 
illness

39.5 64.7 63.2 50 4.71
NS .

Father ..with 
history of 
chronic 
illness

36.8 29.4 52.6 22.7 5.89
NS

Both par­
ents with 
history of 
chronic 
illness

21.1 23.5 42.1 4.5 9.20
p <.05

Ref & GA 
9.16 p<.05

Mother with 
history of 
severe ill­
ness or 
accident

21.1 5.9 10.5 18.2 2.84
•NS

Father with 
history of 
severe ill­
ness or 
accident

23.7 11.8 5.3 22.7 5.12 
NS /

Both par­
ents with 
history of 
severe ill­
ness or 
accident

5.3 0 0 9.1 Nos. too 
small
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Appendix 8 Table XIII Measures of Disadvantage and/or Potential
Stress from Social Histories

1) Live in high-rise or tenement flat, or older-type estate of
semi-detached council houses.

2) ^ 3  children per bedroom.
3) ^ children in family.
*0 Not living with both parents.
5) Child has history of chronic illness.
6) Child has history of severe illness or accident.
7) 1 sibling has history of chronic illness.
8) ^  1 sibling has history of severe illness or accident.
9) Mother has history of chronic illness.
10) Mother has history of severe illness or accident.
11) Father has history of chronic illness.
12) Father has history of severe illness or accident.
13) Bereavement of close relative.
1̂+) Child has been/is in Care.
15) ^sibling has been/is in Care.
16) Parents are on Social Security/have been within last 12 months.
17) ^Swedes’separation from Mother.
18) ^2 week s’ separation from Father.
19) History of "socio-medical" problems.
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Date:

Name: Date of Birth: C.A.:

Address:
School:

Test Results
WISC V S .......... (.....  subtests); P S ........  (•••••• subtests)

F3  .....  OR Ravens..........  percentile
Crichton Vocabulary  .... ...... .......

Schonell R.A.:
M. P.C.L.

Health (Questionnaire

Further Investigations needs owing to learning or cognitive problems

Further Investigations needed owing to personality or relationship 

problems .... .

Child's explanation of activities during day when not in school.

Child's explanation of activities at weekends and in evenings.

Child's explanation for absence from school:
Consider relevance as seen by child of:

Fear of bullying at school 

Fear of strict teacher 

Dislike of particular subject
Sense of boredom - lessons irrelevant to child's interests 

Sense of academic failure 
Anxiety re social relationships at school



Socio-medical reasons

Anxiety re sex (e.g. menstruation, public showers, boy-girl 
relationships etc.)

Fear of harm befalling parent

Kept at home to help parents look after siblings e t p *  

Illness

Influence of peers 

Other (specify)

Physical appearance, size etc.

Other comments

Needs and wants help 
with his problems

.... ----«

Thinks and feels like me

Worst quality (elicit)

Ideal self

Misses lot of school

Expelled from school

Unhappy at home

Clever at school

Plenty of friends
■ ►





THE UNIVERSITY OF MANCHESTER

D.G.L. INVENTORY - REVISED FORM 1975

Name  ....     School

Age ...... .,., Years Months, Male/Female

This inventory consists of a number of statements with which you may or may 
not agree.

If you agree with a statement, put a tick in the box marked AGREE.

If you disagree, put a tick in the box marked DISAGREE,

Thus, if you agree with the first statement shown below (i.e. if you do like 
going out) please tick as shown:-

AGREE DISAGREE

I like going out

Again, if you disagree with the statement, please tick as shorn:-

AGREE DISAGREE

fI donTt like school holidays L

PLEASE TRY TO PUT A TICK FOR EVERY STATEMENT



AGREE

|
1. I don’t often lose patience with friends i

2. I get most of my fun outside home

3. I never bothan with what my classmates say

4 . My friends are not very important to me

5. I feel that teachers ignore me

6. I do not have many headaches

7. I like spending a lot of time with my family

8. I like all teachers very much.

9. I enjoy making decisions

10, Sometimes I find it difficult to hear what is being-
said L---

11, I seldom feel tired.

12, I don’t mind being noticed in class

13, Family outings are often boring

1 4 , I find that teachers are reasonable

15, I get on well with most of our form,

16, I always got what I want

17, I don’t often feel angry

18, I enjoy going out with my family

19, I often lose my temper for no reason at all ____

20, I wish I could leave school j
4..

DISAGREE

c



AU-KMi JUJLSAUtlEitt

21. I always do what I am told □
22. I usually agree with my friends □  LJ
23. Teachers are always picking on me

2k. My eyes often ache at the end of the day □
25, I never tell a lie

26. My parents are not very understanding □  i
27. I don't mind talking to persons of the opposite sex

23. Teachers are generally quite helpful

29. Children in our neighbourhood annoy me

] u
□  □

30. I usually understand what is taught in class

31. Teachers never find fault with my work

32, There are many people 1 cannot ’stand1

□
□

33. I like talking to my parents

34-. I don’t find it easy to say what I think

35. I enjoy going out with my friends

36. I have missed a lot at school through illness

37. I like only one er two special.friends

38. Teachers do not understand me

39. I look forward to arriving home each evening

n
1 i.

k0, I have many friends

kl„ I often worry about what others think; of me
5. □



AGREE DISAGREE

42. I never feel ‘tired

4-3. Members of my family often annoy me

44, I get on veil with my teachers

45. I do not like speaking out in a crowd

46. I get a lot of small aches and pains

/

6,



Ref. ED P/S tE/hd h/addendum

Lewis* Counselling Inventory: Part II 
Optional Supplementary Questionnaire

1. Have the items that you have marked on the Inventory given a correct
picture of any difficulties that you have?  .................

2. Add any further points you may wish in order to complete the picture

3. What problems are troubling you most? Write about two or three of 
these, if you care to. Put the most pressing difficulty first.

4. Would you like to spend more time in school trying to do something
about some of your difficulties? •••••••••••••••••••»••••••••••••••

5. Would you like to talk to someone about some of your difficulties?

6. Who do you think might be able to help you either in school or out
of school (i.e. parents, classmates, teachers, relatives other than 
parents, doctor, clergyman, education welfare officer, social worker 
etc.)

7. What do you think that your school could do to help you with the 
difficulties, if any, that you have listed?
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A p pend ix  9 T a b le  I I  U n a c c e p ta b le  S co res  on L . C . I .  L ie  S c a le ,

Secondary
School
Absentees

Primary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

Compar­
ison
between
sub­
groups

N=30 N=17 N=17 N=17 df=3 df=3

PER CENT
Lie Scale 
Score ̂ 16

16.7 35.3 5.9 11.8 5.55
NS

Appendix 9 Table III Pupils Scoring s.d. Above the Mean in
Each Area of the L.C.I. on Brock's (1973) Norms.

Secondary
School
Absentees

Referred
Absentees

Good
Attenders

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

Compar­
ison
between
sub­
groups

N=25 N=16 N=15 df=2 df=2

Relation­
ships with 
teachers

24
PER CENT

25 13.3 .86
NS

Relation­
ships with 
family

0 0 20 Nos. too 
small

Irritabil­
ity

12 0 26.7 Nos. too 
small

Social
confidence

8 31.3 0 Nos. too 
small

Relation­
ship with 
peers

28 43.8 6.7 6.16
P<.05

Ref & GA 
6.13 p<.05

Health 40 43.8 20 2.40
NS

Total Score 8 20 6.7 Nos. too 
small





Appendix 9 Table IV Pupils Scoring Above the Mean in Each Area of
the L.C.I. o n  Brock's (1975) Norms.

Secondary
School
Absentees

N=25

Referred
Absentees

N=16

Good
Attenders

N=15

Log like­
lihood 
ratio

df=2

C ompar- 
ison 
between 
sub-groups
df=2

Relation­
ships with 
teachers

44

PER CENT

37.5 20 2.52
NS

Relation­
ships with 
family

12 18.8 46.7 6.17
p<.05

NS

Irritab­
ility 24 12.5 26.7 1.86

NS
Social
confidence

40 43.8 6.7 7.40
P<'.05

Ref & GA 6.13 p^.05 
Sec & GA 6.06 p<.05

Relation­
ship with 
peers

44 62.5 40 1.90

Health 68 56.3 66.7 .63
NS

Total 36 43.8 40 .25
NS



Appendix 10 Table I Type of Housing
tfon-truants

n =44*

Truants

N=30

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 

df=1

High rise council flats or 
council flats built before 1920

PER C 
36.4

!ENT
50 1.36 NS

Semi-detached or terraced house 
on council estate built before 
1950

59.1 43.3 1.78 NS

New council house (post 1950 
owner-occupied, privately rented 4.5 6.7 Nos. too 

small
*Siblings counted once

Appendix 10 Table II Length of Time at Present Address
Non-truants

N=44 
per c;

Truants

N=30
ENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio

df=1

years at present slddress 68.2 70 .03 NS

Appendix 10 Table III Information on Family Size and Structure
Non-truants

N=44 
PER Cl

Truants
N=30

]NT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 

df=1

One or both parents dead 18.2 3.3 4.29 PC'.05
Parents separated or divorced 25 33.3 .60 NS
Child not living with both 
parents* 45.8 41.9 .12 NS

Oldest, youngest or only child* 43.8 33.3 1.06 NS
■^4 children in family 70.5 80 .87 NS
£3 children per bedroom 22.7 23.3 .00 NS
*N=48,31





A p p en d ix  10 T a b le  IV  P a r e n ta l  Employment

Non-truants

N=44
PER Cl

Truants

N=30
iNT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 

df=1

Neither parent in current employ­
ment 61.4 40 3.29 NS
Parents have received social 
security in last 12 months 79.5 56.7 4.43 p<.05

Mother or step-mother in 
employment* 23.8 46.7 4.10 p^.05

Father or step-father alive and 
unemployed or not supporting 
family+

68.4 55.2 1.23 NS

*N= 42,30 
+N= 38,29

Appendix 10 Table V Medical History of Children and Siblings as
Reported at Interview with Parents

Non-truants Truant s Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=48 N=31 df=1

PER CENT

Child with history of chronic 
illness 33.3 38.7 .24 NS

Child with history of serious 
illness or accident 18.8 16.1 .09 NS

Child with history of chronic 
illness and/or history of 
serious illness or accident

45.8 48.4 .05 NS

^ \ sibling with history of 
chronic illness 29.2 29 .00 NS

sibling with history of serious 
illness or accident 29.2 35.5 .35 NS
£ \ sibling with history of chronic 
illness and/or history of serious 
illness or accident

45.8 51.6 .25 NS





Appendix 10 Table VI History of Separation from Parents and of
Bereavements

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=48 N=31 df=1
PER CENT

History of"?2 weeks’ separation 
from mother 35.4 54.8 2.90 NS
History of>2 weeks’ separation 
from father 56.3 67.7 1.06 NS
History of*^2 weeks* separation 
from both parents 33.3 48.4 1.78 NS
^1 bereavement of close 
relative 50 . 45.2 .18 NS

Appendix 10 Table VII Involvement with Social Work Agencies and
Incidence of Socio-Medical Problems

Non-truants Truants Log Likelihood 
Ratio

N=48
PER Cl

N=31
]NT

df=1

Social work agency currently 
involved with child 41.7 61.3 2.92 NS

Child has been in Care 27.1 29.O .04 NS
Social work agency currently 
involved with others in 
family

58.3 58.1 .01 NS

Î sibling has been or is in 
Care 27.1 35.5 .62 NS
parent in Care, living away 

from home, at boarding school 
as child*

15.9 ' 22.6 .81 NS

History of "socio-medical" 
problems 41.7 25.8 2.12 NS

*N = 44,30





Appendix 10 Table VIII Parents1 Medical Histories Reported in Interview

Non-truants
N=44

PER (

Truants
N=30

3ENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 

df=1

Mother with history of 
chronic illness

63.6 33.3 6.66 p<,01

Father with history of 
chronic illness

43.2 33.3 .73 NS

Both parents with history 
of chronic illness

34.1 16.7 2,86 NS

Mother with history of 
severe illness or 
accident

15.9 10 .55 NS

Father with history of 
severe illness or 
accident

18.2 13.3 .31 NS

Both parents with 
history of severe 
illness or accident

2.3 3.3 Numbers too 
small

Appendix 10 Table IX Number of Mothers Scoring Above Criterion on
Health Questionnaire

Non-truants
Nr=42

PER

Truants
N=28

SENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio 

df=1

Scorer^ 7 on Health 
Questionnaire 57.1 50 .35 NS



Appendix 10 Table X Mothers1 Mean Score on Health Questionnaire

Non-truants
N=42

Truants
N*=28

t

Mean Score 7.5 6.68 .80
NS

s.d. 4.1 4.3

Appendix 10 Table )(X Parents1 Reports on Children^ Social Behaviour

Non-truants

PER

Truants

CENT

■ Log Likelihood 
Ratio

df=1

Friend has called at home 
in previous week;*

62.5 57.1 .21 NS

Generally stays in the house 
in evenings and weekends+

41.7 12.9 7.9S p<.01

Has girl/boy friend*-* 21.9 25.9 .13 NS

Specific hobbies mentioned/ 
membership of youth club or 
other youth organisation*-*

9.4 25.9 2.88 NS

■* N=4S, 28 (excludes children in Care at time of interview)
+ N=4S, 31

*-* N=32, 27 (children of secondary age only)



Appendix 10 Table XII Parents1 Information About Child1s Absence

Non-Truants
N=48

PER

Truants
N-31

CENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio

df=1

Parent has felt anxiety about 
child leaving home in the 
morning

35.4 32.3 .08 NS

Illness a frequent reason for 
absence

35.4 16.1 3.67 NS

Child needed at home to help 
parents/look after siblings

33.3 19.4 1.89 NS

Appendix 10 Table XIII Mean Scores on "Behaviour Statement*1 Section
of Rutter (A2) Scale

Non-truants
---------■---- ■»■■■■■

Truants t
N=47 N=30 df=75

Mean Score 7.72 8.77 .81
NS

s.d. 5.5 5.5

Appendix 10 T&tflg XIV Mean Number of Measures of Disadvantage
and/or Potential Stress

Non-truants Truants t
N=48 N-31 df=77

Mean 8.08 7.58 .85NS

s.d. 2.6 2,5



Appendix 10 Table XV Frequency of Measures of Disadvantage and/or
Potential Stress

Non-truants
N=46

PER

Truants
N=31

CENT

Log Likelihood 
Ratio

df=1

0 - 4  items 6.25 19.3 3.13 NS

5 - 6  items 50 32.3 2.45 NS

^  9 items 43.75 46.4 .16 NS

Appendix 10 Table XVI Mean Number of Behaviour Problems Reported
by Parents

Non-truants Truants t
N=47 N=30 df=75

Mean 7.09 7.9 .66
NS

s.d. 4.4 3.2



Appendix 10 Table XVII Frequency of Behaviour Problems Reported
By Parents

Non-truants
N=47

PER

Truants
N=30

CENT

Log likeli­
hood ratio 
df=1

0 - 5  items 42.6 16,7 5.93 P<.01

6 - 1 0  items 44.6 66,6 3.61 NS

^ 11 items 12*8 16.7 .22 NS

Appendix 10 Table XVIII. Children -with Interests Outside the Home

Non-truants
N=43

PER

Truants
N=28

CENT

Log likeli­
hood ratio 
df=1

Per cent of children with 
outside interests

14.0 25 1.36 NS



Appendix 10 Table XIX Childrenfs Accounts of Contributory Factors
at School

, Non-truants 
N=43

HER

Truants
N=28

GENT

Log Likeli­
hood ratio 
df=1

Bullying or teasing 30.2 32.1 .03 NS

Fear of teacher 39.5 57.1 2.12 NS

Extreme dislike of any 
particular subject

46.8 53.6 .15 NS

Boredom *■> child feels 
lessons are irrelevant 
to his needs

32.6 50 2.15 NS

Sense of academic failure 53.5 53.6 .00 NS

Difficulty with social 
relationships with other 
pupils

32.6 35.7 .08 NS

Anxiety/self conscious­
ness related to sexual 
development or relation­
ships

18.6 10.7 .84 NS

Appendix 10 Table XX Mean Verbal Scale I.Q.

Non-truants
N=43

Truants
N=28

t
df= 69

Mean Verbal Scale I.Q. 88.40 86.5 .52 NS

s.d. 15.7 13.5



Appendix 10 TatiLe XXI Children!s Mean Scores on Health Questionnaire

Non-truants
N=23

Truants
N=24

t
df=45

Mean 5.30 6.5 1.08
NS

s.d. 4.0 3.6

Appendix 10 Table XXII Pupils Scoring at or above Criterion on
Health Questionnaire

Non-truants
N=23

PER G

Truants
N=24

ENT

Log Likeli­
hood ratio 
df= i

Score ̂  6 39.1 54.2 1.07 NS


