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A B S T R A C T

Extensive problematic school absenteeism is a growing problem in Swedish schools. This means serious conse
quences both for the child and for society at large. This makes it essential to carry out a study where the voices of 
students and teachers are heard. This study identified and analyzed the risk and protective factors expressed by 
teachers and students regarding extensive problematic school absenteeism. The students are found within the 
autism spectrum, something that is common when it comes to students who are absent from school. The Semi- 
structured interviews were conducted and analyzed through reflexive thematic content analysis. The results 
showed that students’ and teachers’ perceptions were consistent and distinctive. Structure, learning environ
ment, and relationships were the themes that emerged most clearly during the analysis.

1. Introduction

Prolonged and problematic school absenteeism is an escalating and 
challenging issue in Swedish schools. A national survey on student 
absenteeism conducted by the National Agency for Education 
(Skolverket, 2021) reports that in primary school and preschool classes 
(grades K-6), approximately four percent of students were absent for at 
least 5 percent of school time in 2020. A quarter of these students had a 
total absence, including both authorized and unauthorized absences, 
equivalent to 15 percent of school time. Absence rates vary among grade 
levels and are highest in the upper secondary school (grades 7–9). 
Skolinspektionen (the school inspection) (2016) identified that half a 
percent of Sweden’s upper secondary students had continuous absences, 
and four percent had repeated intermittent absences. Students with 
autism without intellectual disability attend regular school in Sweden. 
Several studies have pointed out that students with autism have a higher 
risk of ending up in problematic school absence than other students 
(Carlberg & Granlund, 2019; Ekstrand, 2015; Munkhaugen et al., 2017). 
In Sweden, all children have a statutory right to education. Guardians of 
a compulsory school-aged child are responsible for ensuring that the 
child fulfills his/her school obligations (referring to the Education Act, 
SFS, 2010:800). However, the number of students experiencing prob
lematic school absenteeism is increasing despite these regulations 
(Bostedt et al., 2023; Ekstrand, 2015; Skolinspektionen, 2016).

Research and development efforts are ongoing throughout Sweden to 
shed light on this growing problem and to design and test various stra
tegies for preventing and reducing school absenteeism, thereby 
increasing attendance. One of the challenges being discussed is the lack 
of a standard national report system for absenteeism, which would serve 
as a valuable tool for recording absences and enable early detection, 
crucial for early interventions. Absence and attendance for all students 
in Sweden should be registered in the same manner to ensure an equi
table education system (SOU, 2016, p. 94). This entails striving for 
uniform thresholds for school absenteeism and clarifying the definition 
of different types of absences (Ifous, 2020). The most central purpose of 
absence registration, as emphasized in the (SOU, 2016, p. 94), is to 
guarantee students’ right to education. Furthermore, it is proposed that 
an investigation should promptly be initiated when a student reaches 
continuous authorized or unauthorized absences equivalent to two 
weeks of school time, has had unauthorized absences totaling one month 
(five instances of 25 percent of a school day), or exhibits behavior 
indicating a risk of absenteeism.

School absenteeism can be both authorized and unauthorized. In 
brief, authorized absence is confirmed by guardians or the principal, 
while unauthorized absence refers to absences not granted by the 
principal or guardians (Gren Landell, 2021). It can be challenging to 
determine the primary reasons behind an individual student’s inability 
to attend school and participate in classes since there is often a complex 
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interplay of factors, including individual, family-related, and 
school-related causes (Boylan & Renzulli, 2014; Crain-Dorough, 2003). 
However, the consequences of student absenteeism extend beyond the 
individual or the specific school and have reverberations throughout 
society.

Recently, school absenteeism has gained increased attention, and 
various municipalities in Sweden are undertaking different initiatives to 
find methods and models to combat absenteeism and promote atten
dance (referring to unspecified sources). In a comprehensive study on 
primary school students’ motivation, it was identified that upper sec
ondary teachers and student welfare staff, in particular, perceive stu
dents with extensive and problematic absenteeism as one of the most 
challenging issues (Bostedt et al., 2023). There are many indications that 
school absenteeism is increasing despite extensive attention and efforts 
from authorities, organizations, and other actors within the social wel
fare system (Ekstrand, 2015; Skolinspektionen, 2016; Skolverket, 2021). 
The increasing number of students who are absent from school creates 
problems both in the short and the long term and places demands on 
decision-makers, principals, teachers, and parents, to name a few (SOU, 
2016, p. 94). Against the background that there are signs indicating that 
absenteeism is increasing and the profound consequences that absen
teeism can have, not only for the individual child but for society as a 
whole, it is important to conduct a study where the voices of teachers 
and students are heard.

1.1. Purpose and research questions

Based on the demands placed on students in today’s schools, this 
study aims to identify measures to prevent school absenteeism and 
contribute to students who have already fallen into school absenteeism 
finding a way back to school. The specific purpose of this study is to 
identify and analyze the risk and protective factors that teachers and 
students express regarding extensive and problematic school absen
teeism. The research questions underlying the study are described 
below.

Concerning extensive school absenteeism. 

• What risk factors are described by teachers and students?
• What protective factors are described by teachers and students?
• What similarities and differences can be identified in the descriptions 

of teachers and students?”

1.2. School absence: a multifaceted issue

School absence is an important issue because many researchers argue 
that there is a clear connection between successful schooling and the 
health and development of children and young people (Gustavsson et al., 
2010; Minkkinen, 2014). An overview of previous research reveals that 
the explanatory models are often complex and have varied over the 
years. The focus has shifted from attributing the absence to individual 
shortcomings and/or deficiencies in the family’s ability (Hjörne & Säljö, 
2008) to studies that attempt to identify the causes of school absence 
from multiple perspectives, including deficiencies in the school envi
ronment (Crain-Dorough, 2003; Strand, 2014).

In a review conducted by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate 
(Skolinspektionen, 2016) regarding schools’ handling of extensive ab
sences, a lack of knowledge regarding the underlying causes at the 
school level was identified. Furthermore, the Schools Inspectorate found 
that students were not receiving the prompt support outlined in the 
Education Act (SFS, 2010:800). Contemporary research literature often 
discusses school absence in terms of different areas: school factors, in
dividual factors, family factors, and social factors (Gren Landell, 2021; 
Kearney, 2008).

2. School factors contributing to school absenteeism

School factors include various organizational deficiencies, such as 
ineffective attendance management, low-quality teaching, and inade
quate pedagogical and social support. A theme that emerges in previous 
research is the risk posed by the absence of proper support. In their 
interview studies, Crain-Dorough (2003) and Strand (2014) found that 
the lack of support to cope with education significantly increased 
vulnerable students’ risk of falling into a problematic absenteeism sit
uation. Strand (2014) describes teachers expressing that students who 
experience extensive absence often are unmotivated. On the contrary, 
Strand (2014) found that the students she encountered with extensive 
absence lacked the conditions to benefit from the instruction they 
received in school, leading to a loss of motivation (Strand, 2014). 
Crain-Dorough (2003) refers to this category of absent students as 
“Educational mortalities,” which vividly captures the idea of school 
absence caused by deficiencies in the school’s responsibilities.

Another theme related to the school environment is the conflicts 
inside and outside the classroom. Strand (2014) and Finning et al. 
(2019) argue that a disruptive school environment and conflicts are 
significant factors among the students interviewed who are experiencing 
school absences. The school is perceived as unsafe (Ingul et al., 2012). 
Transitions between educational stages are particularly vulnerable, as 
Finning et al. (2019) and Åhslund (2021) highlighted.

Several factors in the school environment increase the risk of a stu
dent experiencing extensive and problematic absenteeism. The primary 
cause is the absence of a secure and supportive relationship between the 
student and their teacher, especially during transitions to different 
educational stages. Another cause is when the student is left without 
proper support. Finally, the feeling of an unsafe school environment and 
the conflicts that can arise within or outside the classroom are clear risk 
factors in efforts to prevent school absences (Finning et al., 2019; 
Åhslund, 2021).

2.1. Individual and family factors contributing to absenteeism

Individual factors are causes of absence linked to individual condi
tions and needs. Previous research has shown that depression, anxiety, 
somatic illnesses, and physical complaints are common among students 
with extensive school absences (Kearney, 2008). Many students who 
experience school absence have disabilities within the neuropsychiatric 
field or somatic illnesses. Ek and Eriksson (2013), Kearney (2008), and 
Strand (2013) describe that separation anxiety, diagnoses within the 
autism spectrum, ADHD, and depression are present in approximately 
70 percent of students with school absences. Kearney (2008) suggests 
that various somatic illnesses such as asthma, headaches, and stomach 
pains increase the risk of a student falling into problematic absenteeism.

Regardless of the cause of the absence, an extended period of absence 
can make it difficult for students to return, especially if the physical 
condition and the resulting absence are correlated with the presence of a 
disability (Kearney, 2008). Furthermore, Fortin et al. (2006), Baker and 
Bishop (2015), and Forsell (2020) argue that students with extensive 
school absences often perceive themselves to be performing worse 
academically than their classmates.

In addition to individual-related causes, various explanatory models 
can be linked to the child’s or young person’s psychosocial background. 
Finning et al. (2019) suggest that many teachers perceive extensive 
absence problems, often originating in the student’s home environment 
and the role models created there. Many of the students with extensive 
absence have low attachment to their caregivers, and many absent 
students come from families where caregivers demonstrate a lack of 
engagement and support. Some caregivers may be actively involved in 
substance abuse or have mental health issues (Gren Landell et al., 2015; 
Kim & Page, 2012; Sugrue et al., 2016). Keppens and Spruyt (2017) also 
suggest that many children and young people feel strongly responsible 
for their caregivers.
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Among the individual and family-related causes that can pose a risk 
are difficulties rooted in various neuropsychiatric disabilities and so
matic illnesses. Previous research has also identified a range of factors 
linked to the child’s or young person’s family circumstances, such as 
growing up with caregivers who have mental illness or are actively 
involved in substance abuse (Gren Landell et al., 2015; Kim & Page, 
2012; Sugrue et al., 2016).

2.2. The significance of relationships in preventing absenteeism

Numerous research studies emphasize the significance of the rela
tionship between students and educators (Strand, 2013; Åhslund, 2021). 
These studies identify the lack of attachment as one of the most signif
icant causes of students’ problematic absenteeism. The way teachers and 
other school staff members interact with students can be crucial in 
determining whether a student continues attending school.

Havik et al. (2014) suggest that many students with extensive and 
problematic absenteeism are concerned about how they will be treated 
by their teachers and express fear about how teachers will react upon 
their return. Goodenow and Grady (1993) as well as Wentzel (2002)
contend that the degree to which students perceive their teachers’ 
concern for them greatly impacts their motivation, involvement, and 
academic dedication. This assertion finds reinforcement in Åhslund’s 
(2021) research, where students emphasized the paramount importance 
of their relationship with their teachers.

2.3. Social factors and their impact on absenteeism

Lastly, we have social factors, including antisocial behavior, re
lationships with classmates and friends, competing activities outside of 
school, and bullying (Gren Landell et al., 2015; Havik et al., 2014; Ingul 
et al., 2012; Kearney, 2008; Thornton et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2012). 
Several research studies indicate that social relationships with friends 
can serve as significant protective factors and pose a risk if they are 
lacking (Baker & Bishop, 2015; Keppens & Spruyt, 2017).

Keppens and Spruyt (2017) suggest that the support provided by a 
sense of community and belonging with classmates can prevent 
short-term absences from escalating into more prolonged absences. 
Baker and Bishop’s (2015) study also suggests positive relationships 
with friends promote school attendance. The opposite has been identi
fied among students with extensive and problematic absenteeism. 
Strand (2014) found that these students had few friendship 
relationships.

Strand (2014) and Keppens and Spruyt (2017) describe how students 
with extensive absenteeism get caught in a vicious cycle where the 
scarcity of friendship relationships reinforces the feeling of not wanting 
to or being able to attend school, while the absence prevents the 
establishment and development of friendship relationships. Another 
factor hindering establishing friendship relationships is that many stu
dents with extensive absenteeism participate less in extracurricular ac
tivities outside of school (Ingul et al., 2012).

Unfortunately, it is not just absence that affects the opportunities for 
a social context in school. Gastic (2008) suggests that students with high 
absenteeism are more likely to have experienced bullying. For children 
and young people, a sense of belonging is a fundamental protective 
factor. Hamm and Faircloth (2005) argue that a sense of community is 
built on positive interaction with others and a perception of being 
accepted and valued by others in school (including teachers and peers).

Belonging is therefore essential for motivation and crucial for stu
dents to have the energy to come to school, and it is one of the most 
prominent reasons mentioned by school-absent children and young 
people. Research also shows that children’s cooperation and interaction 
with others with whom they feel safe benefit their cognitive, emotional, 
and social development. Conversely, studies show that forced solitude 
and exclusion during childhood can have far-reaching consequences, 
such as developing negative self-esteem, poor academic performance, 

and absenteeism (Slaten et al., 2016; Strand, 2013; Åhslund, 2021).

3. Theoretical framework

This study focuses on risk and protection within a developmental 
ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). It views the develop
ment of children and young people as a result of the interaction between 
their biological and genetic predispositions and the emotional, cultural, 
and social factors surrounding them. Primarily, children are influenced 
by factors in their immediate environment (micro level), which include 
the family, preschool/school, and peers. Factors at the meso, exo, and 
macro levels also influence them. At the meso level, there is interaction 
between the child’s immediate environments, such as parents and 
school personnel. The Exo level consists of contexts outside the child’s 
immediate environment. The final level, the macro level, comprises 
national values, laws, and norms.

In this study, we present a model (Fig. 1) to identify and examine 
school absenteeism from the perspectives of students and teachers. The 
model is a revised and developed version of Åhslund’s model (2021).

Factors within the individual child, the family, and the surrounding 
environment, such as the preschool/school, can increase a child’s 
vulnerability but can also function as protective factors and act as a 
buffer against the risks the child is exposed to. Within the research on 
risk and protection, scholars have highlighted this interplay and iden
tified various factors within the individual, the family, and the imme
diate environment that can serve as protective or risk factors for the 
child or adolescent. Previous research has shown a range of underlying 
causes behind extensive and problematic absenteeism. The origins of 
these issues can be classified into several categories, including individ
ual factors (such as neurodevelopmental disorders or anxiety), school- 
related factors (such as inadequate learning environments or insuffi
cient connection with teachers and other school personnel), family 
factors (such as caregiver substance abuse), or fragile peer relationships 
(Murray, 2003; Rasasingham, 2015).

The collective influence of risk and/or protective factors can wield a 
substantial effect on each student’s developmental trajectory, deter
mining whether they exhibit resilience or heightened vulnerability 
within the educational framework. While the school serves as a pivotal 
protective element, it can also pose a significant risk if it does not 
operate efficiently. The school’s role is indispensable for all students, 
especially children and adolescents who depend on it as a compensatory 
environment (Rasasingham, 2015).

4. Method

This study synthesized the results using a qualitative reflexive the
matic content analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2019). The empirical 
material underlying the analysis in this qualitative study consists of 
interviews with students and teachers who have experience with prob
lematic school absenteeism.

5. Sampling

The participants in the study consisted of six students, three girls and 
three boys (Table 1), as well as four teachers, three women and one man, 
with extensive experience of problematic school absenteeism (Table 2).

The students were 15 or 16 years old, and they all had an autism 
diagnosis. Many of the students involved in the study had experienced 
prolonged academic setbacks, prompting their schools to explore 
various strategies to assist and bolster their progress. For many of the 
students, the underlying causes of their difficulties were more or less 
unknown. All the students in the study were in Grade 9 and had long- 
term absences from school. Their willingness to pursue further studies 
at the high school level was low. The teachers in the study all have 
extensive experience in the teaching profession and working with stu
dents experiencing long-term school absenteeism.
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The teachers and students came from different schools in one mu
nicipality. The students had been included in a municipality’s project on 
school absence and were therefore selected to be included in the study. 
The sample size consists of the students in the project who agreed to 
participate in the study. The teachers, who came from two different 
schools, were selected because they had extensive experience working 
with school absenteeism issues.

5.1. Data collection

Semi-structured in-depth interviews form the basis for data collec
tion. All interviews were conducted in Swedish. One of the authors 
conducted and transcribed the student interviews, while the other 
author transcribed the teacher interviews. Both authors participated in 

the analysis and interpretation of the data.
The student interviews lasted approximately 25–60 min, depending 

on the students’ conditions due to their disabilities. The interview place 
was decided with each student to create security. The students’ inter
view guide was adapted for the students’ ages in terms of language and 
question construction. During the interviews, time was spent ensuring 
the responding students understood the questions. Supplementary in
terviews were conducted with three students. All interviews were audio 
recorded and transcribed verbatim. Before the interviews were started, 
all students were informed of how the ethical principles of research, 
such as voluntariness and confidentiality, and their right to terminate 
the interview at any point applied in this study.

The teacher interviews lasted approximately 40–90 min. An inter
view guide was followed, and the interviews were audio recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. Before the interviews were conducted, the 
teachers were informed of the ethical principles of research.

5.2. Analysis

To achieve a more comprehensive interpretation, both authors have 
been involved in the analysis work. Braun and Clarke (2019) argue that 
when multiple individuals are active in the analysis process, the coding 
becomes collaborative and reflexive, resulting in richer and more 
nuanced data processing, which is desirable. Thus, shared interpretation 
does not aim to seek consensus on meaning.

The positionality of the researchers may have implications for the 
interpretation of the data. One of the researchers has a background as a 
teacher, special education teacher, and principal within the compulsory 
school, and the other researcher has a background as a teacher within 
the compulsory school. Both are involved in several projects within the 
field of school research.

The data has been analyzed using reflexive thematic content anal
ysis. Both authors have read the interview transcriptions multiple times, 
and statements describing individuals’ feelings and relationships with 
school absenteeism have been noted, compared, discussed, and coded. 
The coded statements were then sorted into four predetermined themes. 
These themes are derived from research in the field and are considered 

Fig. 1. Summary of risk and protection.

Table 1 
Presentation of the students, all in grade 9 (15–16 years old).

Student Gender School Absence

1 girl A 70% ​ ​
2 girl B 100% ​ ​
3 boy B 100% ​ ​
4 girl B 70% ​ ​
5 boy A 75% ​ ​
6 boy B 88% ​ ​

(The absence in percentage describes the students’ total absence in grade 8 and 
in the beginning of grade 9).

Table 2 
Presentation of the teachers, all secondary school teachers.

Teacher Gender School Subjects Years in the profession

1 female A mathematics/science 14
2 male B swedish/soc. science 10
3 female B special education 5
4 female B special education 4
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the most prominent factors regarding school absenteeism. The themes 
are school factors, individual factors, family factors, and social factors 
(see, for example, Ifous, 2020; Kearney, 2008).

The data from students and teachers has initially been analyzed and 
coded separately. Then, the codes that are common to both students and 
teachers have been defined to highlight the areas where they agree but 
also to identify areas where the two groups do not agree. In the results 
section, we present the findings of the analysis and interpretation for 
each group, teachers and students, as well as the joint analysis and 
interpretation for the two groups. The analysis process involved using 
the four analysis factors as a basis for interpreting and analyzing the 
interviews. This work has resulted in the codes described. Both authors 
have independently worked with the texts, and then the analyses and 
codes have been compared and discussed to be finally compiled. This 
part of the results is presented in both running text and figures. Based on 
this, an interpretation has been made using theories of risk and pro
tection, which is discussed at the end of the results chapter.

5.3. Ethical considerations

In this study, we adhered to the guidelines outlined by Vetenskaps
rådet (the Swedish Research Council) 2017 for ethical research in the 
humanities and social sciences. The research council emphasized the 
importance of researchers considering voluntariness, utility, and confi
dentiality when conducting studies involving human subjects, with a 
particular emphasis on ensuring the well-being of participants.

The student part of the study was conducted within the framework of 
a project between the school and social services in a small municipality 
in central Sweden. The project’s board of directors, including the heads 
of education and social administration, granted ethical approval. 
Additionally, the study adhered strictly to the Swedish Research Coun
cil’s (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017) guidelines for ethical research in social 
sciences. These guidelines emphasize the importance of voluntariness, 
utilization, and confidentiality to ensure no harm to the participants. We 
took extensive measures to ensure that students fully understood all 
potential implications of their participation. Students’ names and 
identifying information were excluded to protect their privacy. Conse
quently, while the background information on the students in the article 
may appear minimal, it was deliberately selected to maintain 
confidentiality.

6. Results and analysis

The presentation of results and analyses was based on the major 
areas that emerged during the empirical data analysis: structure, orga
nization, and relations. We began the results chapter with four selected 
quotes as examples of the respondents’ statements.

Many of the students involved in the project had frequently 
encountered significant academic setbacks, prompting their schools to 
dedicate considerable resources to assist them. Within our study, stu
dents recounted instances where they were frequently required to justify 
their school absences during meetings, a situation that frequently 
exacerbated their feelings of anxiety and distress. One student expressed 
his/her experience with the school’s previous attempts to support him/ 
her as follows: 

They simply wanted an explanation for my school absences, but I couldn’t 
provide one, then or now. When I couldn’t explain, things turned sour as 
they pressed me further. It only made me feel worse at the time, and the 
situation escalated from there. (Student 1).

Another student expressed thoughts on what the school needs to do 
in the future: 

I’m so damn bad at analyzing stuff … it’s so hard to see the mistakes … 
it’s not my thing to say. I rarely take on what I want … they’ve asked me 
that for so many years, how do you want to do it, how do you want it? I 

can’t answer that … it would be easier if people knew what I wanted … 
(Student 2)

The teachers in the study, who have extensive experience with school 
absenteeism, expressed their views on what causes certain students to 
end up in problematic school absenteeism: 

“I think it’s a combination of performance, the need to perform and be 
judged for what you perform, and in many cases, it’s a combination with 
mental health issues/ … /. I think it can vary from case to case whether 
it’s a mental health issue that affects the performance or if performance 
anxiety itself triggers mental health issues. Of course, there are exceptions 
to the rule when you have a very difficult home environment that affects 
your ability to attend school. But I think a big part of it lies in our 
assessment system, simply that they are evaluated early on, which creates 
demands and thus a need to perform and a feeling that if you don’t 
perform, you’re not worthy. That you’re not valued for anything other 
than your academic abilities. That they lose sight of their personal qual
ities and creative abilities.” (Teacher 2)

Another teacher emphasizes traumatic events as the trigger point: 
“Either they have experienced something, major events, major upheavals in 
their own lives. Or it could be diagnoses that have caused such significant 
problems that it has hindered attending regular school.” (Teacher 1)

The above quotes highlight that the students lack knowledge about 
what led to their problematic school absenteeism, while the teachers 
provide precise explanations. We will present the results and analyses 
based on two areas defined during the data analysis. These areas are 
structure and learning environment, as well as relationships.

6.1. Structure and organization

6.1.1. Students
The students express experiencing deficiencies in structure and or

ganization, making it more challenging for them to be in school and 
return to school after prolonged school absenteeism. The weaknesses 
highlighted by the students demonstrate the need for a clear action plan 
linked to problematic school absenteeism, both in terms of preventing 
school absenteeism and facilitating and supporting the return to school 
after a prolonged absence. Several of the issues raised by the students are 
relevant to their schooling before and after school absenteeism. These 
are factors that significantly impact their academic progress. The stu
dents believe that the school needs adaptations, meaning that teachers 
need to understand the necessary support and assistance, such as 
different learning methods based on their needs. The students also 
expressed a lack of support and assistance after their absence, stating 
that they did not receive help creating structure and order and needed 
more supportive structures to facilitate their return to school.

6.1.2. Teachers
The teachers need to address structure and organization to the same 

extent as the students and their perspective on what is significant partly 
differs from the students’ perceptions. However, they agree that teach
ers fail to provide the necessary support and assistance for students to 
reintegrate into a favorable educational experience. Furthermore, the 
teachers emphasize the importance of early assessment to work pre
ventively, if possible, with problematic school absenteeism. The teach
ers also believe that the curriculum, as currently designed, complicates 
the process of smooth reintegration for students who have been absent 
from school for an extended period.

6.2. Relations

6.2.1. Secure and strong relationships
The importance of secure relationships is prominent among the 

students. Secure relationships refer to relationships with both teachers 
and peers, as well as an environment that allows relationships to develop 
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and be maintained, thereby creating a sense of security for the students. 
Just as secure relationships positively influence students in school, 
insecure relationships have a negative impact. Frequent teacher 
changes, lack of engagement from teachers, and a feeling of not being 
respected create insecure relationships that can negatively affect school 
attendance. The students express the need for a teacher they can feel 
secure with, especially when returning to school after an extended 
period of absence.

6.2.2. Weak relationships
The absence and loss of relationships constitute a strong risk factor. 

Both students and teachers highlight transitional stages, specifically the 
transition from grade 3 to grade 4, as critical. Several students say that 
the school functioned well in primary school (up to grade 3), but the 
transition to grade 4 brings significant differences, particularly in the 
relationship with new teachers compared to the teacher they had in 
primary school. The teachers emphasize the mental development that 
occurs in children when they are around 9–10 years old and how it can 
affect the transition from grade 3 to grade 4.

6.2.3. Transitions
The structure and organization in the classroom, as well as the 

teaching and individual responsibility (i.e., academic demands on stu
dents), increase when they start grade 4. One teacher suggests that joint 
teaching between grade 3 and grade 4 could prevent some of the 
problems. The teachers believe that relationships can both provide a 
secure and positive educational experience and an insecure and negative 
one. Teacher or mentor changes can affect secure relationships, and if 
these changes occur frequently, it creates greater problems in terms of 
insecurity. The possibility for students to connect with the teacher is 
hindered or even impossible with frequent changes. If a student is 
exposed to bullying, it can affect their ability to form secure peer re
lationships in school, which impacts their entire school situation and can 
ultimately lead to problematic school absenteeism. The teachers also 
argue that the longer a student is away from school, the more difficult it 
becomes to maintain peer contacts, making it even harder to return to 
school.

Lastly, attention is paid to security and the ability to establish secure 
relationships, considering that some students lack social skills and are 
considered to have difficulties in creating and maintaining secure and 
sustainable relationships.

7. Discussion

This study aimed to explore interventions and contribute insights 
into preventing and addressing extensive school absenteeism. The 
sample size needs to be more comprehensive to generalize but form a 
basis for tentative conclusions by being linked to earlier research in the 
field. The students in this study are found within the autism spectrum 
disorders. Therefore, it is impossible to claim that this study’s result is 
transferable to students with neuropsychiatric disorders or other stu
dents. However, some studies show the same or similar results regarding 
experiences in students absent from school, regardless of autism or not 
(Crain-Dorough, 2003; Gren Landell, 2021; Kearney, 2008; Strand, 
2014). By leveraging the concepts of risk and protection, we delved into 
teachers’ and students’ perspectives. Specifically, we focused on iden
tifying the risk factors and protective elements mentioned by both 
groups and examining any similarities or disparities in their de
scriptions. Our objective was to discern the factors contributing to and 
mitigating students’ absenteeism from school.

Attending school involves maneuvering through a multifaceted so
cial environment that places significant demands on a student’s social 
and cognitive capacities. Consequently, interventions within the 
educational setting must be comprehensive, necessitating a broad 
comprehension of students’ disabilities and insight into each student’s 
unique needs and preferences. Failure to meet these conditions may 

result in particular students with psychosocial and physical challenges 
becoming increasingly vulnerable, placing them at greater risk of 
experiencing prolonged and problematic absenteeism compared to their 
peers (Ek & Eriksson, 2013; Kearney, 2008; Strand, 2013). The partici
pants in this study shared common traits: their pattern of school 
absenteeism started early on and was reinforced by inadequate support, 
fostering feelings of failure. Consequently, they developed a troubled 
rapport with the educational institution, eventually leading to complete 
absence. This phenomenon could be interpreted as a vicious cycle, 
wherein their challenges intertwined and worsened due to a school 
system and learning environment lacking appropriate support and ac
commodations. As a result, students felt they had few options other than 
to avoid attending school.

7.1. Relations as both a risk and a protection

In the analysis, relationships in school emerge as the most crucial 
factor for students to come to school and thrive. The absence or lack of 
relationships has been described in previous research as a vital risk 
factor for problematic school absenteeism (Baker & Bishop, 2015; 
Keppens & Spruyt, 2017; Ingul et al., 2012; Strand, 2014). The rela
tionship with the teacher is the most significant for the students in this 
study. They believe that if there is an adult they trust and who can 
support them, they can manage, but when this relationship also de
teriorates, it becomes impossible for them to attend school. The students 
and teachers described a school day with frequent teacher changes. The 
students also mentioned experiencing teachers who showed little 
commitment and lacked respect, which increased their alienation. The 
students expressed the need for a teacher they can feel safe with, espe
cially when attempting to return to school.

It is challenging for the students to explain what becomes unbearable 
for them. Furthermore, our students described it as challenging to 
articulate what needed to be improved for them. This may indicate that 
the communication between them and the teachers they encountered 
could have been more trusting. The path to total school absenteeism is 
often long and complex, and children and young people need time and 
support to understand independently. Our teacher interviews corrobo
rate the students’ descriptions of their relationship with the teacher. The 
work described by the teachers to bring students back focuses heavily on 
establishing the relationship between them and the students. Based on 
the students’ descriptions, this work must take time for those distant 
from school. Therefore, the relationship with the teacher is a protective 
factor, indicating an awareness of our findings.

Another significant factor our students emphasize is their relation
ships with classmates and friends. The social context in school can be 
sufficient motivation when other aspects of schoolwork fail. Previous 
research has described how students with extensive absenteeism end up 
in a vicious cycle where their absence makes it difficult for them to 
establish relationships with their peers, reducing their motivation to 
attend school (Keppens & Spruyt, 2017; Strand, 2014). The results of 
this study suggest that teachers are aware of the significance of positive 
and supportive peer relationships. Still, despite this, strategies for 
actively addressing this issue have yet to be described.

Transitions between stages are particularly critical, where the loss of 
established and secure relationships makes it harder for already 
vulnerable children and young people to come to school. The most 
significant transition is between the third and fourth grades, but it is not 
until middle school that students stop struggling and stay at home. This 
is confirmed in Bostedt et al.’s study (2023), where primarily the 
teachers instructing eighth grade (and beyond) describe an increasing 
issue of school absenteeism. The interviewed students mentioned that 
they found establishing relationships with their new teachers and peers 
challenging during the transition from lower to middle school. The 
teachers also described that teacher changes create insecurity. Some 
teachers even stated that too many adjustments when the student was 
younger contributed to their inability to cope with the higher demands 
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in middle school. This can be interpreted as losing knowledge about 
what works for the student due to poor communication and collabora
tion between different stages, with the student being the biggest loser.

Poorly coordinated transitions, teacher changes, and disruptions are 
serious risk factors. Schools must develop action plans for transitions 
from lower to upper grades, with a transparent allocation of re
sponsibilities, to ensure that no child falls through the cracks.

7.2. Structure and learning environment

In this study, it became clear that although students and teachers 
placed great importance on relationships, there were other areas where 
students disagreed with the teachers. When students described the 
reasons behind their school absenteeism, they resembled what Crain-
Dorough (2003) called “educational mortalities.” They highlighted de
ficiencies in adapting the teaching to their specific conditions and needs, 
which made school attendance impossible and gave them a feeling of 
worthlessness. The students’ experiences were similar to those identified 
by Strand (2014) among her students, where they found it impossible to 
comprehend the instruction, reinforcing their sense of powerlessness. 
The students also described deficiencies in support and assistance when 
they attempted to return to school. Therefore, students believe that the 
conditions in teaching and the learning environment made it impossible 
for them to attend school.

Teachers described too few, too many, and the wrong adaptations to 
meet the specific student’s conditions and needs. As mentioned earlier, 
some teachers even believed that too many adaptations when the stu
dent was younger contributed to the student’s failure, which could be 
interpreted as a concern that the adaptations would make the student 
helplessly dependent. When teachers described aspects of teaching 
related to the learning environment, they were still, to some extent, in 
agreement that previous teachers failed to provide the support and help 
required for students to return to school. The school becomes what Ingul 
et al. (2012) describe as an insecure place. Teachers also emphasize the 
current curriculum’s difficulties and obstacles for themselves and the 
students.

In contrast to the students, teachers more often attributed the causes 
of absenteeism to individual or family-related factors. The primary 
causes highlighted by teachers are based on what previous research 
refers to as personal and family-related factors. First and foremost, 
teachers must emphasize the importance of conducting an early 
assessment to prevent students from falling into extensive problematic 
school absenteeism. This shows a proactive approach but still reflects a 
deficit-oriented mindset that focuses on identifying weaknesses in the 
student. They primarily describe reasons for absenteeism as character
istics or inadequate abilities of the individual student, such as sensitivity 
to stress, difficulty in adhering to rules and demands, difficulty with 
sensory overload, and challenges with social relationships. Previous 
research has also identified these causes (Ek & Eriksson, 2013; Kearney, 
2008; Strand, 2014).

Both teachers and students describe insufficient and poorly adapted 
support and assistance as risk factors. However, teachers prefer to 
attribute the causes of school absenteeism to deficiencies in the indi
vidual or their family circumstances.

8. Concluding remarks

The results showed that students need structure, sound organization 
in school, and secure relationships with teachers and peers. Further
more, they stress a need for differentiated teaching and support. On the 
other hand, the teachers emphasized the importance of early assessment 
to prevent school absenteeism, the safe transition between stages, and 
secure relationships with the students. In summary, these factors benefit 
all students and should define the everyday practices within schools.
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Skolverket. (2021). Nationell kartläggning av elevfrånvaro. De obligatoriska 

skolformerna samt gymnasie- och gymnasiesärskolan. [National mapping of student 
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