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m UUUUV UXx rerms will, Jiurcirciiut irum. ochuux m aneineia:
Prevalence and Associated Educational, Psychological and Social Factors.

By David M. Galloway.

ABSTRACT

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:-

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

) 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;

(£) 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;

(o) 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;

() 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;

(£) 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.
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INTRODUCTION

Origin of the Research

In the Autwmn of 1973 Sheffield Bducation Department
set up a ﬁorking party under,thé chairmanship of a senior assistant
education officer to ponsider the adeguacy of existing facilities for
- problem children. The working par%yrresulted from the mutual interest
and concernvof teachers, senior officers of the l.e.a. and members of
the l.e.a.'s support services bofh gbout poor attenders and about.

pupils who presented severe disciolinary problems in schools.

The working party devoted its early sessions to consideration
of the needsjof two groups of children, both of whom required an
administrative response from the zuthority. The firét consisted of
very poor attenders; in their case the administrative response was
o whether or not the l.e.a. should take formal ac%ioﬁ to ensure théir'
more regular attendance. The second group consisted of pupils whose
behaviour had led to their exclusion or suspension from schoﬁi; here
- the administrative response was fhai the l.e.a. héd to provide man& 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 thzt many people,-both inside and
outside fhe working party, had strong views about unauthorised absénce
from school. Unfortunately, it was egually cleer %hai‘they diSagreéd :
(i) on the siée of the problem,"(ii) on its causes, and (iii) on the
most effective response from schools and the susport services; As a
result of these differénces in'opinion,'the autzor proposed a city—
wide survey of all pupils who 2ad missed over zz1Z of their education
in the first half of the Autumn term. The prop:sed survey was to have
ﬁwo principal aims:

RXT



(2) +to investigate the size of the problem in each age range, and
(b). to report on the reasons for absence as assessed by. educa:blon
‘welfare -officers (e.w.0.s). This proposal was accepted. The resulting

survey is summarised in Part IT of tze present report.

This preliminarj project rzised a number of questions a'bciu'b
the size, the na'bure and the manazement of the problem of pers:.s*hen‘h
unauthorised absence from school. Foilowing further discussions Vwi'bh }
senior officers of the l.e.a., and with teachers, broa.d.’ agreement was
reached on a long~term research ?rog:amme with three phases. Phase ‘one
was to carry out further city—iride surveys in 1974, 1975 and 1976 in:
order to examine further the ps:ttérn of persistezﬁ: poorv attendance
within schools and throughout the city as a. whole. Phase two was: to
consist of a de'tailed study of individual absentees and their fam:.lles,
in order to examihe in some detail the social, educational and |
psychological factors associated witz absence. Phase three was to
involve a detailed study of the l.e.z.'s response towards poor

attenders.

Detailed work on phase one stzarted in 1975 and on phase two
in the summer of 1976. These projects are described in Parts III and
IV of the present report. Plamnirz oI phase three started in 1978 a:ndi
the field work was completed by tze futumn of 1979. Detailed reports |

on phas'e three are currently in I:“ep_.ratlon.

Ains and Scope of the Study

-~

The detailed objectives of thz study are described in the
text. At 'i:his stage it is necesszry <o mention cxiy the fundamen‘bal
aim uvnderlying the whole program=s oF the resezrch. This was simply
to obtain information on the sub"ec‘u of persistent _unau’chorised absence

from school that would ass:Lst mecoers of the l.e.a.'s support services,
' XXIZ



d
3
[
'J
o
o
|.—I
[0}
3
cl
{};
)
{5

coed thet txis would subse@ently be of value to
thaz in plaaning spprcorizies forms of intervention. Hence,‘ the

unberlying intention wazs t¢ illuxinatas rather than to prescribe..

Ths decision 0 concsntrziz on pei‘sisten'i: absence was a
conufo versizl ons pa; cicul aly =s tke agreed cr:_ter:r_on was attendance
.o.z" less than 50 per centi in an Aiztumr term. Some teachers have said —
quite reasonably — that their greatesi problem is the occasional
absentee, rather than the versisient one. On the other hand, it is

ersisient sbsentees who most okTiousl challen e the legitimacy of
P - gL

their schoolts aznd of society's zuthority. These are the pupils

<

agzinst whom — or egainst whose zarernis — the l.e.a..is most likely
to

ozl zciion. In view of the dearth of

'y

feel obliged to take le

{J

systematic information on axy a:sentees, apar'b from the sme.ll mlnor:rby
described in cliniczl studiss of tru=zncy and school refusal, it seemed

reasorable to concentrate resources where the problem was most extreme.

Structure of the Redort

Part I of the report revizws <The previous ii"cera'bure on
school attendance and identifies the principal questions arising from
it. The final chapter of Part I summarises the principal gaps in the
literature. This sun@ary provides the detailed ré,tiohale for the
decision "hq investigate persistext sbsence. Part II describes ‘Ehe
pilot project mentioned above, comsisting of a city—-wide survey of
pers:.sbent unauthorised absencv, and identifies +the questions arising
from this project.

The three anmual ci Ty=- surveys described in Part III

-«
l_’

N
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Successive chapters describe the prevalence, the categories of

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

on persistent absentee rates. By their nature, however, 'thesg surveys
ﬁere uﬁable to prévide informe$icn about the stréssés at homé, a:b> |
school or in the connxru;‘li'by"bha% were associated ﬁifh afpsenée in
individual cases. Part IV repcrts the results of ar study of persistent
absentees and their families, '.-&D’.Ch was designed to throw light on
these questions. Interviews with paren‘t‘s, interviews with children,
and delinquency and subsequent aittendance are covered in successive

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

popular distinction between truants and school refusers.

Part V of the report provides an’ overview of the fesults and
identifies the principal questions outstanding. The final chapter
discuéses ‘the impi‘ice:bions for schools and the support services. This
final section of the report also shows the lpgiéal progression from
phases one and ;two of 'bh_e originzl long—term research prograxnme;
v-(described. in Parts III and IV of the present report), to phase three,
which investiga‘ted the l.e.a.'s zdministrative and legal responses to
poor attendance. The results cbtezined in phase three are not report.ed

" 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 FROM 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 (1969) 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 schoolg
had lower turnover, but even worse attendance. Many reasons ﬁere
given for poor attendance, but by far the most signifipant was the
parents'_low opinion of what education had to offer. Except at a very
few schools, the children héd 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 schoolsquickly 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 éontribution in the field of school attendance had it pursued this

early recognition of the school's influence instead of concentrating so

l.



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 Januwary. 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. Thesé 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
t0 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
(Fogelman 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
(Fogelman and Richardson, 1974). Similarly, Reynolds and Murgatroyd
(1977) reported average attendance rates over seven years at nine

small secondary moderaschools 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, but the figﬁres

relate to the overall average for all pupils.

The point of the rathér motley collection of evidence in this
table is to show that there is little obvious evidence that attendance
rates have altered substantiall& since before the first world war. The
slightly higher rates in the studies by N.A.C.E.W.0. (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.

Table 1.2

Author and date
of publication

Sheffield Educ-
ation Committee

(1907)

Rubinstein
(1969)

Sheffield Educ-
ation Committee

Sheffield Educ-
ation Committee
(1938)

London County
Council

(1950)

Anon
(1955)

Hill
(1971)

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

D.E.S.
(o74)

Limitations of the Attendance Register.

Place

Sheffield

London Board
Schools

Sheffield

Sheffield

London

Birmingham

Inner London
Education
Authority

4 counties and
12 county bor-

oughs or
cities

England and
Wales

This point is discussed below.

School Attendance Rates 1904-1974

Year in which sur-
vey was conducted

1904

1906

1920

1938

1949

1954

1970

1973

1974

Average $
attendance

87

89

86

90

88

91

89

93

90

The N.A.C.E.W.O.study

illustrates the difficulty in interpreting the results of attendance

register searches.

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

Should we speak of an attendance rate of nearly

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, vBaum (1979) has made the additional point that attendance
varies éocording to the day of the week and the month of the year.
Bonsequently, 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 atténdanoe rates around 90 per cent, Table 1.3 shows that
there is surérisingly 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 thé Plowden
wReport (D.E.S. 1967) attributed 4 per cent of all absences to
non-medical reasons. Shepherdet al (1971) thought that at least

80 per cent of absence at all age groups was due to illness in the
A



Buckinghamshire children they studied. Mitchell (1972) reported
teachers as thinking just over 'J0 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.0O. (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 Per cent of absences to be

unjustified.
Table 1.3 Number of Absences Attributed to Non-medical Reasons

Author and date ~ absence attributed Informants
of publication to non-medical and/or
unjustified reasons

Bransby (195%) 3.3 Teachers
2

D.E.S. (1967) 4.0 Teachers

(Plowden Report)

Shepherd et al (1971) 20 Teachers

Mitchell (1972) 30 Teachers

N .A.C.E.W.0. (1974) 60 E.W.O.s

D.E.S. (1974) 22.7 Teachers

Reynolds and Murgatroyd 75 Pupils

(1974)

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 nof all
studies have followed the same practice in including other legitimate
reasons for absence, for example holidays, in the "non-medical®
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.sj (ii) it is certain that there is
1little consisteﬁt evidence on the prevalence of justified absence,

and research on the subject would be of considerable value.

School Refusél. 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 (Kahn 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 giQe 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 W.A.C.E.W.0. 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 (1967)
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 iikely 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 sﬁggested
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

likely 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

10.



might have influenced the results.

Tennant (1969) also found characteristics of school refusal in
his study of absentees on remand. With Pritchard's work, this
suggests for two reasong that diagnosis and eventual manégement may
depend not so much on the pupil or his family, as on the profession

of the person to whom he is referred:

(1) 1legal 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 préﬁalence
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 teh—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).

11.



These objeétions do not apply to N.A.C.E.W.0.'s survey, where
truancy was thought to account for 3.3 per cent ofvall 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 sérvices 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 previoué complete term; about two thirds
of these were over twelve years old, with the highest numbefs 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

12.



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

pupil to be included in this category.

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

Of these, nearly 75 per cent were boys.

At the sixteen~year—old follow-up, however, a somewhat different
picture emerged (Fogelman, 1976). On a teachers' questionnaire
(Rutter, 1967) truancy applied "somewhat" 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 schooi 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 W.C.D.S. data is that 52 per cent
of the pupils themselves replied "yes" to the question: "have you
siayed away from school at all this year when you should have been
there?". This surprisingly high rate of unjustified absence (not
ﬁecessarily truancy) waé 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 bonths, 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 l.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.0. (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 fhe 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
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per cent of boy absentees and twelve per cent of girls were helping ét
home, while a further 24 per cent of boys and 21 pef cent of girl
absentees were thought to be absent for "{rivial 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.s hard core caseload were neither

school phobic, nor truants, but absent for "“other" reasons.

N.A.C.E.W.0. (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 IIT of
the present report and found that over half their unjustified absentees
were absent with the fuli knowledge and consent of their parents. A
further 21 per cent were "absent in séite of parents' knowledge and
consent"., Other categories accounted for smaller nuhbers. Just under
two per cent were absent for "socio-medieal" reasons, and 2.5 per cent
were "“otherwise excluded or sﬁspended 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;
Trigeg, 1973). Ja&kson's study was of interest in demonstrating, in
the fourth year of a large comprehensive school, a cumuiative tendency
for attendance to deteriorate towards the end of the day, the week,
the term and the school year. Except when afternnons were compared
with mornings, thevdifferences were statistically significant. Unlike
.Jackson, Sandon (1961) found absence rates highest in January and

February, though he did not take into account the possibility that
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attendance at secondary schools is deflated by teachers at some schools
not encouraging attendance in the last four weeks when pubiic
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 depénds 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 ciearly reflected in the uncertainty about the
proportion of absent pupils who have no justifiable explanation. In
general the tendency hés 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
edﬁcational 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 g 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 sixfeen-year-old married daughter who has not yet reached the legal
school leaving age. The Act acknowledges three principal reasons for
absence: (1) "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. 1is empowered to prosecute parents under Section 40 for
failing to meet this responsibility. The child mejr 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



Juvenlilie vourdv I10r vare proceeaings on 1Ts Own initviative, but 1t may
also be instructed to do so by the Magistrates when a parent is

charged under Section 40.

Use 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. 4¢&yerman (1958) reported that in one medium-sized

Welsh town 405 children from 321 families were takén to court in a
sixlyear 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 1954, T50

children wefe 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 foll. P1In 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
uJuvenile Court. Combined, these représented 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 be a combination of
reluctance to involve themselves in possible conflict between

parents and the l.e.a., and lack of time to spend in distinguishing
genuine illneés fromvpossible 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 disagreemént, an officer of the l.,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 ﬁinfested 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 "with 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
Qr regulations is not legitimately abéent 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 enéuring his continued
education. This became clear when a parent was sucessfully

prosecuted for not causing his child to attend the school
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at which he was registered, although the child had been excluded
for refusal to wear the school's uniform. VWhen a head teacher
vindicates that the child will not be 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 l.e.a. to offer some alternative form of education.

This is known in Sheffield: as suspension.

Figures on pupils absent from school owing to exciusion or
infestation are notorious by their absence. The annual reporté
of the Principal School Medical Officer (e.g. D.E.S., 1966) are silent
on the matter. 1In Sheffield the Area Nurse, Child Health (1978)
reported that 343 pupils (.32 of the to%al 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 atfendance, they may be lower

in rural areas (Tyerman, 1972).

Understandably, l.e.a.'s have not been eager to publicise the
numbet of exclusions. York et al (1972) reported that 32 children
had been indefinitely suspended from Edinburgh school$s 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 7O pupils (.07 of the total) from



Sheffield schools missed over three weeks' 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
ﬁay 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 truahts‘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 (1965) compared composite scores on
intelligence, reading, vocabulary and mathematics tests with attendance .
in the previous four years. 1In general they found a positive
relationship between average scores and attendance, but this did not
hold for their "upper middle class" group. Vith 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
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background,lthe 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 schoolj
working class children may have educational experiences at home, but
these experiences are of less direct benefit ai 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 éixteen. 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 se&en 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 tﬁe age of sixteen, compdred 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 attendanée, and hence (ii) that
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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 ihstance 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 appropriaté 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
é 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
Guifreund (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
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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 éause lies within the school's own attitudes
or organisation, it is illogical to enforce attendance without
fackling the problem at source, A different view is that although
a minority of absentees may fequire 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. 1In the next chapter it is argued
that it has little supporting evidence, though this does not, of

course, necessarily invalidate it.
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CHAPTER 3  DESCRIPTIVE CATEGORIES

INTRODUCTION

Psychiatric assessment of poor school atienders tends to -
differentiate between truants, school refusérs 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 dictiomary defines a truant as: "a child who absents
himself from school withoutlleave".4 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, trvanting. 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
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 their parents! permission. This last definition is the one uséd\
throughout this report when referring to truancy. It is generally
regarded as only one aspect of.a more extensive pattefn 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 5y reluctance to
leave home. Problems arise because different authors prefer different
terms, Psychoanalysts tend to prefer school phobia, since this
reflects the classicalvpsychoanalytic 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
(1960) and Chazan (1962) refer to school phobia, while Hersov (1960a
and 1960b) prefers school refusal. BEvans (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 cbncepfualise 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

27.



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 té court, but had some reluctance to prosecute the |
children's employers; some of its own members were the worst offenders!
WNore 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 fhe
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 Tyerman (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 facf, 40 children in Tyermant'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 signifioantly more
likely than the controls: (1) to have parents who exerted control
prinipally by corporal punishment; (iﬂ to live in unclean and over—
crowded homes with more than three children in the family; Gii)ﬁobe
inadequately clothed; (iV)toklack a strong emotional tie with a

responsible adult of good standards; (v) to have fathers who were
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unskilled workers and both ﬁarents taking little interest in their
welfare; (vi)to be withheld from school unlawfully on occasion;
(viiltc experience a faulty parent—child relationship. Looking at
factors within the child hé 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 gggggl
conneétion 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 avefage-age in Tyerman's full sample of 40 children was
eleven. This is consistent with later studies (Hersov, 1960z;
Cooper, 1966b). It does not seem from these studies that family
position is particularly significant, nor that there are any
particularly frequent precipitating factorse.

Tyerman's study has been widely quoted, so it is worth looking
at its limitations. His emphasié on child and family variables at
the expense of precipitating factors within the school has led to
some severe criticisme. 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 truvanting which sees the parents as the cause of the problem".

This, perhaps, is criticism of Tyerman for not doing something
which he never set out to do though it is certainly true that he does
nqt 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

29.



problem is that wé do nof 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 éppoihtments.

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 departmenﬁ.
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, 1965): (i) those whose behaviour
is one facet of a "neurotic" disorder involving emotional disturbance
or withdrawn introverted behaviour and (ii) those whose attitude and
behaviour indicate a "conduct".disorder involving agressiwve 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
delinqﬁency). 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 observatiions regarding inconsistent home
discipline, but also noted a high incidence of absence of -one 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
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standard for their intelligence, though their I,Q. tended to be lower

than that of their peers.

School Influences  Recent research on the schoolt's influence on
overall attendance levels is dealt with in Chapter 4. We are here
concerned with cawsal or precipitating factors in the relationship
between schoolsand the small proportion of absentees who fit our
definitionAof 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 sympathetid 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 12% per
cent were in classes considered to be run on informal lines.

The lack of systematic attempts to examire camsal 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 curremt eugenicist
lobby by arguing that mental deficiency is seldom a cause of truancy.
He considered school factors a great deal more important. Claiming

that {ruvanits usually dislike their teachers, he argued that this could
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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 aftter school were all
given as possible explanations.

More recently Jones (1974) goes further than Dayton in attributing
responsibility for truancy to schoolss: Mit éeems 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 scﬁool 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,

32.






Hersov states that the clinician has to decide what causes the school
refusal, and cites as possibilities separaiipn 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,b1977).
There is a tendency for the children to be the oldest or youngest in
the family or an only child (Chazan, 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 congensus 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)
Tound differences in dependency on parents between addlescents 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 (1960) 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 childreéen
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were withdrawn and unable 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 éxperienoe 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 (1960) and Kahn and
Nursten (1968) claimed that the mothers gave their children conflicting
messages; abt first it seemed they were trying to send their children %o
schodl, 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 sociél situations
away from home;" (i) "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;
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(c) "a firm, controlling father who plays a large part in home-
management and an over—indulgent mother closely boundlto and dominated
by a wilful, stubborn and demanding child, who is alert, friendly and
outgoing away from home".

Intellectual and educational assessmént 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
guestioned 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 refusersshowed a poor standard of school work, aﬁd 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 pfecipitaiing factors within the school. Likely reasons for the

dearth of research on school influences are:

(ﬁﬁ the small number of children diagnosed as school refusers wifth
fha associated witte scatter of gchools;

(2) the professional training and bias of the psychiatrists and

psychologists who make the diagnosis, which may incline them to
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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
greai 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 hot 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 staied
~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 Tabionships
‘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
éocial inferiority.

The forms of treatment in common use with truants and school
refusers are reviewed in Chapter 5, as are the characteristics knoun

t0 be associated with good or poor outcomes.

OTHER CATEGORIES OF ABSENCE

Extended Illhess Although illness is one of the legitimate reasoms

for absence from school, it is o6ften impossible to state with confidence
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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 iﬁ 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. Similafly, 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
childt's attitude towards school - or towards separation from home — on
his physical health. The "somatic disguise" in school .refusal has
already been mentioned. Yet fof every diagnosed school refuser presenting
in this way, it is likely that there are many childreﬁ whose absence
with minor complaints is prolonged by limited emotional resilience or

by experience of stressful circumstances at home or at school.

'Rueatalh@tholdiﬁg As stated earlier, psychiatric diagnosis distinguishes
between truancy, school refusal and parental witpholding. 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 pait of
psychiatrists or psychologists against an assessment likely to result in

punitive action against the child's parents; a related possibility is =~
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that "diagnosis" of'parental withholding implicitly negates the
professional's roie 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 atb 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 parént; 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 deveiopment Moore (1966)'f0und that
80 per cent of ordinary children expérienced 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 dealf with satisfactorily by a mixture of
firmness and sympathy. A physically or mentally sick parent; however,
may lack the resources to cope with what is essentially a quite normal
problem. Wheh this happehs, prolonged absence may result. To refer %o
this simply as parental withholding would be misleading, yet neither

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

QUESTIONS ARISING FROM THE EXISTING CATEGORISATION

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

school vériables associated with poor attendance. This work is

reviewed in Chapter 4. It concentrates on the correlaiesﬂof poor
attendance in general, and does not focus on truancy, as defined here,
in particular. Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1977) argue that more aiténtion
should be paid to school influences, maintaining that the emphasis on

child and family variables in the literature on school refusal and
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truancy reflects a theoretical model which regards the source of
problem behaviour as lying within thé individual and/or his family.

Tt is probably true that the traditionsl child gwidance bean
of educational psychologist, child psychiatrist andsocial 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 yeﬁ'made much
impact in the literature on poor attenders. Consequently, there is a
need for a study whichs (i) explores the possibility of causal or
precipitating factors at school, and (ii) seeks to relate these to other

factors in the child, his family and his community.

The "Clinjcal" 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 legitimaie to select one
numerically small group of absentees for psychiatric treatment seeﬁs
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 ﬁsychologists 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
psyohologists‘or psychiatrists.

A.more fundamental objection to the medical aura surrounding
school refusal is that it has unjustifiably conceﬁfraied épecialist
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, mmerically 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 saﬁe continuum.

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

in Chapter 5, schooi refusal seems to have a good prognosis, whatever
‘tre?iment 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.ec.a.'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" gymptoms associated with school refusal, yet he is not at home;
moreover, he is absent without his parents' consent and probably without‘
their knowledge.

A similarvproblem can be seen in the assessment of absentees
living in areas with a high incidence of delinguency and other indices
of éocial malaise. The implications of a court oon&iction differ from
area to area, indicating gross non—conformity to prewailing 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"
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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 pqssible

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 ad&ice or treatment from a psychologist or psychiatrist.
A study is therefore needed which: (i) investigates the néeds and.
characteristics of a total sample of absentees in a stated area, and
Qﬁ) compares absentees who have been referred for specialist. advice

with the majority who have not.

.



CHAPTER 4  SCHOCL, 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 sociélogioal characteristics
in the enviromment of poor attenders, both 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

associaiion between attendance and social class. As we have already
seen, Fogelman and Ross (1965) 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 Vo The Ne.C.D.S.
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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-gkilled 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-—

manmial 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 (19755 earlier evidence that
38 per cent of truants (defined by téachers) 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 likély 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—
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grounds of absentees: (i) although absentees are more likely to come
frpm disadvantaged backgrounds, only a minority of children from such
backgrounds become absentees. Wedge and Prosser (1973) for example,
showed that only oﬁe child in 50 from socially disadvantaged families
migsed 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 Delinguency As early as 1925 Burt was claiming an

association between delinquency and truancy. Tennent (1971a) in fact
lists twenty studies of juvenile or adult offenders which reported

at least twenty per cent of the sample asrhaving a history of truanqy.
As Carroll (1977b) and Tenneni.(1971a) rightly point out, fhough, 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 deliﬁquency.

There is some evidence that truants are a high—risk group for
delinqueﬁcy. Tyerman (1958) reported that school welfare officers
identified 144 pupils appearing in couft for non~attendance between
1946-52 as truants. OFf these, 44 per cent had criminal records by
the end of 1953. Hersov (1960a) noted that T4 per cemt of his truant
samplé 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
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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 abéénieeism and delinquencye. There is a tendency for
the association to be more marked when truancy is defined strictly,
as in the present report. Nevertheless, it ié equally clear that
truancy is neither a necessary nor a sufficient cause of delinquency.r
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,"

(Temment, 1971a).

THE SCHOOL'S INFLUENCE

A Different Explanatory Model The last ten years have seen a growing

tfend 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 weli as teachers concentrate on what is
modifiable, namely the interaction of teachers and pupilsje.... 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 seoondApnactioal reason for investigating school influences
is the failure ofJEhild 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.(1963) 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 teachert!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 (1967) gavé the term "secondary
deviance" to describe this process, Initial or primary deviance
elicits a social reaction, or labelling which in turn creates fur%her
problems for the individuals concerned, with the result that they
identify with each other and create further problems for their
teachersy; thus establishing a vicioué circle of labelling and deviance.

This process has been described in the English secondary school
setting. Hargreaves (1967) 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
schoolts value system. This opposition arose from the recognition

that they had been "written off" as examination prospects. Hargreaves
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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 fhese 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 secondary education
seems to support the argument. It is possible, though, that community
factors may be more influemtial for older puﬁils, and that these may

account for increased gbsence 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
7T per 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
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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, 1977;1972; Phillipson, 1971)e 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 fram, 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, delingquency 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

(Geth et al, 1972; 1977).

School Policy and Pupil Perceptions Although many of the individual

studies can be 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 ihfluence.

Initial research concentrated on structural variables such as
fhe 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., 1967) were pessimistic about the
gchool'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 mnorth
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,
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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, 1970). Kavénagh
and Carroll (1977) found that poor attenders derived less emotional
satisfaction from the school enviromment 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 resﬁlts were
due to the fact that he carried out his study in a large comprehensive
school where many pupills 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 where there
was less overt academic pressure. If this is a valid explanation
for Jackson's findings it appears to contradict Hargreaves! (1967)
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 "tﬂe

rules operated by the school which tend to determine the extent of
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its absence rates" rather than the age or adequacy of buildings, its
class size, teacher turnover or the number of pupils on roll. MNore
specifically, the_sugcessful 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 teachers refuse a truce. If pupils feel that teachers
unnecessarily enforce inflexible rules they themselves become
inflexible in their resistance to these rules,

Schools?! strategies for dealing with truants have attracted
attention (Murgatroyd, 1974; Lewis and Murgatroyd, 1976; Murgatroyd,
1977)s Both teachers and pupils tend to see responsibility for
truancy as a disciplinary matter, rather than as an aspect of pastoral
care. M though 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 desling with truancy. In
contrast, two thirds of the schools without a seldeefined 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 tutor's role had actually
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possibility that the growlh in middle management might have caused

an increase in absence in some schoolse

As noted above, the most recent study is that 6f Rutter et al (1979).
Having established the existence of school differences, they analysed the
characteristics of the schools concernede This study has been reviewed
widely and favourably, but rathsr uncriticallye. The authors are much
more cautious than many reviewers in their statements about the schoolst
influence on their pupils! acjustment and educational attainmentse
Nevertheless, in presenting %zsir evidence for school influences on
delinquehcy and attendance levels they are not altogether successful
ivﬁistinguishing intake variszdles from variables within the schoolse
'This said, their work is undeniz2bly important in showing that in the
most successful schools there was a strong emphasis on academic progress
and attainments, a prompt_staré to lessons, and generally low frequency
of disciplinary actions but high rate of recognition for positive:
achievement, well cared-for ouildings, and a feeling by pupils that
they could approach teachers m;th & personal problem.‘ Structural -
variables, for example size of school, and Organisationél variables,
for example whether pastoral czre was organised on a house or year

system, seemed relatively tnizrortante.

~ CONCLUSIONS

The literature shows a consistent trend for absentess to come

from disadvantaged backgrounis;' The association between absenteeism
and delinguency is similarly consistente Although the evidence is
not yet conclusive, there is gcod reason for believing that the school
environment has an influence on attendanceblevels, and that this

influence is mediated by social rather than structural variablese.

Unfortunately, much of iie debate has been conducted within a
somewhat narrow theoretical —oiele Whereas the psychological and
psychiatric literature has {2nied to underestimate or even ignore
the school's contribution, some of the sociological 1iteratﬁre'seems
" to imply that psychological Zzctors within ths individual child or

his family are similarly unizportante Neither view is correcte.



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 other's
influénce.".

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.
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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
hOSpifal, 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 if 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 ﬁntil

the development of beha&iour therapy their cénceptual underpinning
generally came from psychotherapeutic practice (Hersov, 1977). This

was consiéteht 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, 1958; Bowlby, 1973). These studies
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also recognisel 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 tfeatment,
hospital admission is a recognised possibility. Of Hersov's (1960Db)
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.

Thg timing of return to school has been the subject of controversy.
Davidson (1960) argued that premature pressure would result in panic or
éven 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, 1945; Rodriguez et al, 1959). 1In
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,
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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 (1975) 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)* 1In 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 (1965) 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, 1960; Hersov, 1960b; Coolidge et al, 1964; 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 41 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 patiénts. 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 be an
astonishing dearth of work on other forms of absence. Pupils withheld
by their parents may be assumed not to reguire 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 activégintervention 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. MNorgan (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.
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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 (1971) 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 disordér, “truancy tends to be regarded as Jjust
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 meke them less likely ‘o 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, 1960; 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.

Tule (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 the 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 BASED 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
l.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 absentees' 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 froﬁ the e.s.w., and an interview with
the child 2bout 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 l.e.a. extended this approach. IXach area had a social
education teém 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 be 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.

Teac hers' 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 develbpment 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 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 by HMI (D.E.S. 1979) showed that 72 per cent of 96
l.e.a.s surveyed had established special uhits by 1976. Just over
three quarters of the 239 units reported to HMI served more than one
school, 1In fact, the results of this survey may have underestimated
the number of units based in and serving indi&idual secondary schools.
There was possible ambiguity in the accompanying notes which stated that
the survey was "not intended to include provision made by schools to
deal with day-to-day disciplinary matters, such as sanctuaries or
'sin-bins', 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 l.e.a. or not, exist

to cater for pupils who might otherwise have to be considered for
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exclusion or suspension.

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 spécial 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 cohtract 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 shool 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 be 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 superviéion 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 T73. About ten per cent of the adjourned group missed
more than half their attendance, compared with over 25 per cent of
supervised cases.

Ad journment 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 first
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 o&er 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 (1970) 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 1979 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 l.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 (1969) also found characteristics of

school refusal in his absentees on remand.

CONCLUSIONS

The methodélogy of treatment studies reported in the clinical
literature is far from impeccable. In particular, coptrol 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 majoritylof 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 procedufes used

with the small, and perhaps arbitrarily selected, minority?

Other questions are raised by the less favourable outcome for
adolescent school re