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Abstract

School absenteeism is a challenge in many countries. Still, there are few comparisons between
countries, which is partly due to a lack of shared definitions of concepts. This article makes use of
PISA data to compare self-reported student absenteeism in Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the
United Kingdom (UK). Three data sets are used, from 2012, 2015, and 2018. The self-reported
absenteeism, which is referred to as truancy in the PISA studies, was measured as having skipped a
whole school day at least once in the two full weeks before students completed the PISA student

questionnaire.

The results show great variation between the studied countries, from 24.4% in the UK in 2015 to
1.5% in Japan in 2012. The percentage of students who reported having skipped school is much
higher in the UK than in the other three countries. The differences between the countries
concerning the percentage of students reporting having been absent from school are significant for
all years, except between Sweden and Germany in 2015. Germany and the UK have a similar pattern
in development, with the highest percentages in 2015, while Sweden and Japan have small (albeit
not significant) increases from 2012 to 2018. The UK is the only country where the changes between
2012 and 2015 as well as between 2015 and 2018 were significant.

It is not possible to see any obvious patterns between the countries that might be linked to
differences related to their welfare regimes, education systems, or values. To find such patterns, it
may be necessary either to include more countries in a study or to conduct more in-depth studies on
each country.

Keywords: school absenteeism, truancy, PISA, Germany, Japan, Sweden, the United Kingdom

Introduction

In recent years, the issue of students’ absence from school has been increasingly discussed in many
countries. Most societies offer education free of charge, based on the assumption that education is
something that helps children and young persons to develop both their cognitive and social skills.
Education is characterized as a universal human right (UN, 1948; 1989). Some countries, like
Sweden, have even declared education to be not only a right but also an obligation (Ministry of
Education and Research, Education Act, 2010, chapter 1, 1 §; chapter 7, 2 §). Many countries report
high rates of school absenteeism (e.g., Akbasli et al., 2017; Gren-Landell, 2021). If schools are to
provide every child with an education, school non-attendance needs to be counteracted and

prevented (Thornton et al., 2013).

Internationally, school non-attendance has long been in focus (Reid, 2008, 2012, 2016; Ricking, 2003;
Kearney et al., 2022). Different concepts are used in the international literature, such as ‘truancy’,
‘school absenteeism’, ‘persistent school absenteeism’, and ‘school refusal behaviour’. In a review of

international literature, Kearney (2008, p. 452) notes that ‘A key problem in the literature is that
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truancy, school refusal, and school phobia are used interchangeably or defined inconsistently’. Reid
(2016) notes that there is a lack of agreed consensus about the use of critical definitions. School
absenteeism seems to more generally refer to any kind of absence from school, while truancy more
specifically refers to non-authorised absence. Examples of definitions in the literature of these
concepts could be Ricking’s and Hagen’s (2016) description of school absenteeism as a concept
including various behavioural patterns of the illegitimate absence of multi-causal and long-term
origin and Ricking’s (2014) definition of truancy as a pattern of behaviour in which pupils disapprove
of school and regularly make this clear for example by absenteeism. In this article, absenteeism is
defined in line with the measure available from PISA; that is, the self-reported frequency of skipping
school the two weeks before the PISA test. The concepts of truancy and skipping school will be used

interchangeably in reference to this measure.

Considering that non-attendance seems to be a growing problem in many countries, an international
comparative approach to this issue may offer a way to gain new insights into the size of this
problem. Interesting questions to explore from an international comparative perspective are
whether there are big differences between countries concerning the percentage of students skipping
school and whether similar trends can be observed between countries. However, there are few
international comparative studies on school non-attendance (e.g., Grewe, 2005). A challenge when
comparing school absenteeism between countries is that comparable data are largely missing.
International educational statics provided by UNESCO (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2023) and
OECD (2022) do not contain such statistical information. This is due to the lack of agreed
international definitions and the use of different national definitions. Data is not registered in the
same way. In some countries, all absenteeism is registered while others make distinctions between
different types of absenteeism. The information collected is made available in different ways.
Available national statistics are not wholly possible to compare (Kreitz-Sandberg et al., 2023). Also,
official statistics are based on how schools and/or teachers register absences rather than on
students’ reports. In this article, to find comparable data, we follow Keppens and Spruyt (2018) and
explore whether data collected as part of a large international study of students’ school
achievements can be used. Keppens and Spruyt used PISA data from 24 EU countries, looking

specifically at the relationship between truancy and different types of education systems.

This article will focus on and compare Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the UK. These countries have
been selected as they all seem to have recognised school absenteeism as a growing problem and
they represent different types of welfare states (e.g., Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1999; Goodman,
1998), different types of education systems (e.g., Dupriez et al., 2008; Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Mons,

2007) and societies with different values (e.g., Hofstede Insights, 2021). It can also be noted that the
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selected countries do not seem to be often compared, as many comparisons are limited to English-
speaking countries. When countries are compared one should be aware of regional differences
within countries, but national statistics and international comparative statistics do not always

provide such detailed information from all countries.

In Germany, we find much research on school non-attendance (Hillenbrand & Ricking, 2011; Ricking,
2017; Salzer & Heine, 2016). In Japan, school refusal has been problematized since the 1980s and an
analysis of various discourses on this problem was conducted already 20 years ago (Yoneyama,
2000). In Sweden, school non-attendance has become a frequent topic in the media since the
publication of a government inquiry (Ministry of Education and Research, 2016). Although media and
public agencies frequently write about what is described as a serious problem, there is still very little
research available in Sweden (Ekstrand, 2015). Swedish data on school non-attendance are
extremely scarce compared to some other countries. In the UK, there have been many studies on
school attendance problems from the perspectives of different actors and on the different parts

constituting the UK (Reid, 2008, 2010, 2012).

We want to explore whether the prevalence of students skipping school is similar in the studied
countries, whether there is a similar development over time in the studied countries, and whether
different developments can be linked to differences between countries. According to a study by
Keppens and Spruyt (2018) on truancy in 24 European countries based on PISA data from 2015, it
was found that there are great differences in truancy rates between countries. The researchers
found a strong relationship between truancy and early school leaving, and suggested that truancy
may provide an indicator of school disengagement. They also noted ‘higher truancy rates in
comprehensive and individualised systems’ (p. 422). Other possible differences between countries
that may have an impact on student absenteeism can be related to the different types of welfare
systems as described by Esping-Andersen (1990). Peter et al. (2010) argue that the results they
found support Esping-Andersen’s ‘three worlds’ typology in that the level of between-school
educational inequality is the highest in conservative welfare states and is the lowest in social
democratic countries. Claes et al. (2009) found some evidence that truancy occurred more often in
countries with strong income inequality. It should although be kept in mind that welfare systems
have changed in many countries since the 90s. For example, in Sweden, dramatic increases in school
segregation have been reported in the last decade (Skolvarlden, 2022; Lararnas Riksférbund &
Lararforbundet, Sveriges Skolledarférbund, 2022). Historic and cultural differences may be another
reason behind differences. This could be considered related to the values embraced in societies as

described by Hofstede Insights (2021). We will return to this in the discussion of the results.
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As it is difficult to compare national statistics concerning student absenteeism this article will use
one source that contains such data. The PISA study will be used for the comparison. This has been
done earlier by for example Keppens and Spruyt (2018) and by Sélzer and Heine, (2016). This article
is limited to a smaller number of countries than in Keppen’s and Spruyt’s study but has a broader
perspective. Sdlzer and Heine looked at Germany and this article will include Germany in comparison
with other countries. PISA! is often described as the largest educational study in the world. In PISA
2018, about 600,000 15-year-old students from 79 countries participated. As PISA is based on a
representative sample of students, these 600,000 students are intended to represent 32 million 15-
year-old students in the 79 participating countries (SNAE, Swedish National Agency for Education?,
2019). PISA has been criticised from different perspectives (e.g., Hopfenbeck et al., 2018; Fredriksson
et al., 2018) and we recognise that the use of PISA data in this context has some limitations (see
section 6 on limitations), but as we have an interest in making international comparisons of school
absenteeism we also acknowledge that PISA data may be a unique source when you wish to do such

comparisons.

Aim and structure of the article

This article aims to compare student-reported absenteeism in Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the UK
to explore whether and how PISA data can be used for further comparative analyses to provide input
into the international discussion on student absenteeism. Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the UK
were selected because of the reasons given above and because this article is part of a larger project
focusing on these four countries where the intention is to both compare available data and to do a

more in-depth analysis of actual practice in schools.
The intention of the study is expressed in the following research questions:

- Are there differences between the countries concerning the rate of students reporting that they skip
school? 'What are the rates and differences of students reporting having skipped school according to

PISA data in Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the UK?

- Cansimilar or different trends be observed between the countries? What trends can be seen in how

the rate of students reporting they have skipped school has changed over the years?

- What could explain possible differences or similarities between the countries? Is it possible to link any

differences between the countries concerning the rate of students reporting having skipped school

Lpisa: Programme for International Student Assessment
2 Swedish National Agency for Education — in Swedish, Skolverket
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and trends related to skipping school to broader differences between the countries related to welfare

regimes, education systems, and values?

Available PISA data on truancy

PISA data is used in this study because it is difficult to find any other comparable international data
that address school absenteeism. UNESCQ’s official statistics on education (UNESCO Institute for
Statistics, 2023) and OECD’s statistics on education - Education at a Glance (OECD, 2022) do not
contain such information. Other large-scale student assessments such as PIRLS (Mullis et al., 2017)
and TIMSS (Mullis et al., 2020) do not contain any information on school absenteeism. PISA seems to
be one of few, and perhaps even the only set of data, that provides any statistical information on

students’ school absenteeism in different countries.

PISA is a large-scale survey of student assessment that has been administered every third year since
2000. Its purpose is not related to measuring school absenteeism, but to measuring 15-year-old
students’ knowledge and skills in reading comprehension, mathematics, and science. PISA has taken

place seven times to date: 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018.

To provide opportunities to analyse student results in-depth, information about the students is
collected not only from the test of reading comprehension, mathematics, and science but also
through a student questionnaire. This questionnaire contains questions related to student

absenteeism.
In the student questionnaire for PISA 2018, the following question was asked:

In the last two full weeks of school, how often did the following things occur?
- I skipped a whole school day.
- | skipped some classes.

- | arrived late for school.

For each statement, the student could choose between the following responses:

Never; One or two times; Three or four times; Five or more times

The same question was also asked of students in PISA 2015 and 2012 (see Appendix A)>. In PISA 2000

a similar question was asked, but phrased as follows:

3 The following can be noted: Translations into German and Swedish use the same verbs in both questions,
following the original question I skipped some classes and | skipped a whole school day. In Japanese, slightly
different wordings are used; translation back to English would be / skipped class and | was absent from school
without notice. Rather than differentiating the amount of time, these questions are about two concepts of
unauthorized absence.
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How many times in the previous two school weeks did you:

a) miss school?
b) skip classes?
c) arrive late for school?

For each question, the students could choose between the following alternatives:

None; 1 or 2; 30or 4;5 or more

It is possible to look at students’ school absences based on the same question for the years 2018,
2015, and 2012. It is also possible to get information about absenteeism for 2000, but the question
was worded in another way that year which makes it difficult to compare with the other years. In
this article, absenteeism is defined in line with the measure available from PISA; that is, the self-
reported frequency of skipping school the two weeks before the PISA test. The concepts of truancy

and skipping school will be used interchangeably in reference to this measure.

PISA contains data from the four countries of interest in this article (Germany, Japan, Sweden, and
the UK). These four countries have participated in all the PISA studies since 2000. This means that it

is possible to look at truancy in all these countries for at least the period 2012—-2018.

Truancy in PISA reports

In PISA reports the concept of truancy is used to describe the students' answers to the question in
the student questionnaire whether they have skipped at least a whole day of school at least once in
the two weeks before the PISA test (OECD, 2019b, Volume IlI, figure Il 4.1). We are aware that a
concept such as truancy could be defined in other ways, but as we use the PISA data we will use this

definition in the following parts of the article.

This information on student truancy has been collected in the different PISA studies, and the results

have also been published and analysed in the reports based on them.

Table 1. Percentage of students who had skipped at least one class or at least an entire day

of school in the two weeks before the PISA test

had skipped at least one class had skipped at least an entire day
2012 18 15
2015 26 20
2018 27 21

Sources: OECD, 2014, p. 47; 2016, p. 81; 2019b, p. 78
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It can be noted that, across the three PISA studies in which the students were asked the question
about student truancy in a similar way, there was a change. In 2012, 15% of the students in the
OECD countries reported that they had skipped at least an entire day of school in the two weeks
before the PISA test. In 2015 this number had increased to 20%. In 2018 there was a further
increase, with 21% of the students reporting having skipped a whole day of school at least once.
Based on this, it can be concluded that during the period 2012 to 2018, there was a growing
proportion of 15-year-old students across the OECD countries who reported having skipped a whole

day of school at least once during the prior two weeks.

Methods

PISA data from Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the UK have been used in this study as they are made
available in the international PISA database, which contains data from all PISA studies and all
participating countries (OECD, 2020a). This database is public and is provided by the OECD.

Individual students cannot be identified or linked to data in other databases.

The data contain the students’ self-declared truancy as described above. The question to the
students about skipping a school day was part of the PISA student questionnaires in 2012, 2015, and
2018. Data are analysed to examine differences between the countries and trends within the
countries over time. The demands of PISA’s complex survey design have been considered, and
appropriate weights and methods of analyses (OECD, 2009) have been used. The analyses have been
performed using Stata 14.2 (StataCorp, 2015) and the Stata module REPEST, developed by Avvisati
and Keslair (2014) for secondary analyses of data from the large-scale assessments produced by the
OECD. The analyses consist of estimates of proportions, confidence intervals, and t-tests of
differences for comparisons both between countries and within countries between years (Bryman,
2015). The t-tests are used to estimate the likelihood that the differences detected in the samples
hold true for the populations. It should be noted, however, that when a subgroup of the PISA sample
represents less than five percent of the population of a country, the results should be interpreted

with caution (OECD, 2009).

Limitations

Data from the PISA database has been used that represent four countries (Germany, Japan, Sweden,
and the UK). We are aware that these countries, like all countries, have different regions, and as in
Germany and the UK, these regions also have their own education systems. In the case of Germany
(e.g., Kreitz-Sandberg et al., 2023; Grewe, 2005; Ehmann & Rademacker, 2003; Bohm, 2011) and the

UK (e.g., Reid, 2010) there are differences in policies related to school absenteeism between the
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different regions. For the UK separate PISA data would be available for England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales for two of the three years covered in this study. In the case of Germany, no PISA
data is presented at the level of the federal states (“Bundeslander”). As it would only be possible to
do a more detailed analysis for the UK for some of the covered years and not at all for Germany, we
have decided to focus on the available data on a country level as presented in the PISA database.
That does not exclude an interest to further explore differences within the countries in another

context.

The students who reported having been absent from some lessons or a day during the two weeks
before the PISA test may not be the same ones as those who have been absent from schools during
longer periods. The students who are absent for longer periods may not even have been in school
when the questionnaire was administered, or may not have been to school at all during the weeks in

qguestion. Thus, the actual percentage of absent students may be higher.

The students who reported truancy during the two weeks before the PISA test could be in a process
of increasing their absence, but could also have had very specific reasons for being absent on just
some occasion during these weeks, not having been absent in the past and not intending to be
absent in the future. However, several studies show that absence constitutes a risk for further

absence (e.g. Connolly & Olson 2012; Ehrlich et al., 2014).

The information provided in the student questionnaire is based on the students’ self-reported
truancy. The students complete the questionnaire at school. It may be that there are students who
exaggerate or understate their truancy, or do not remember. It can also be assumed that truancy
can be seen, by some students and in some contexts, as a norm-violating behaviour that is not
socially desirable (Grimm, 2010; Nederhof, 1985), However, it can be assumed that in a large-scale
study such as PISA, tendencies to overstate or understate may balance each other out. The PISA
report (2019) addresses the time aspect, noting that the questionnaire ‘refers to the last two “full”
weeks of school, this period may have been exceptional in some countries and economies, which
could potentially affect students’ answers” (OECD, 2019b, p. 76). Keppens et al. (2019) point out that
a short period of reference might lead to an underestimation of prevalence, but longer time frames

may also undermine the reliability of self-reported data.

The wording of the item — ‘skipping school’ — carries an antisocial connotation. Students may
hesitate to report truancy as they do not want to be seen as antisocial. Also, some students may
have been registered with excused absence although the true reason for their absence may not be a

valid excuse.
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http://www.nordiccie.org/

Fredriksson etal. 10

Another limitation when PISA data are used for comparison is the translations from English and
French into the various national languages (in this study, German, Japanese, and Swedish). Although
rigorous procedures are prescribed for the translations within PISA it cannot be disregarded that
words, even when correctly translated, have different values and are perceived in different ways in
different cultural contexts. One of the critical issues raised by Hopfenbeck et al. (2018) is related to
the difficulties to make accurate translations from for example European languages to languages in

other parts of the world.

Finally, it should be noted that PISA is a study based on a sample of students from a stratified
random selection of schools in the countries, and in a second step, a random selection of 15-year-old
students from the randomly selected schools. There is always a risk that a sample does not fully
represent the population it is intended to represent. In the case of PISA (OECD, 2019a; Swedish
National Agency for Education, 2019), this risk is generally estimated to be about five percent.
Another issue to consider is the validity of the results when a study is designed and a sample is
drawn for one purpose and then partly used for another one (Bryman, 2015). PISA was mainly
designed for comparing student achievement, but in this article, its data are used to investigate

student truancy.

Despite these limitations, the data from PISA may still be among the few datasets from different

countries with comparable data on student truancy.

How many students reported that they had skipped
school?

First, the actual numbers of the samples are described. Each participating country draws a
representative sample of 15-year-old students. For more detailed information on how the samples

have been drawn, see OECD (2020b).

Table 2 shows the number of students included in the samples from each country. As mentioned in
Section 3, there were no questions about truancy in the PISA studies for 2009, 2006, or 2003. Thus,
for obvious reasons, these years will not be dealt with in the further analysis and are not presented

in Table 2.
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Table 2. Number of students in each national sample

Country/ Germany Japan Sweden UK Total
Year

2018 5,451 6,109 5,504 13,818 30,882
2015 6,504 6,647 5,458 14,157 32,766
2012 5,001 6,351 4,736 12,659 28,747
2000 5,073 5,256 4,416 9,340 24,085

These samples are sufficiently large to generalize to the whole population of 15-year-old students in

each country.

Table 3 shows the percentage of students reporting having skipped some classes during the two

weeks before the administration of the PISA test.

Table 3. Percentage of students who have reported that they had skipped some classes

Year Country None One or two Three or four  Five or more
times times times
2018 Germany 79 15 4 7
Japan 96 3 # #
Sweden 83 12 3 6
UK 84 12 2 4
2015 Germany 84 12 2 3
Japan 97 2 H #
Sweden 84 12 2 2
UK 66 27 4 6
2012  Germany 90 9 1 #
Japan 97 2 # #
Sweden 80 16 3 4

nordiccie.org
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Year Country None One or two Three or four  Five or more
times times times
UK 88 9 1 2
2000 Germany 88 9 1 3
Japan 96 3 1 2
Sweden 79 15 4 6
UK 90 8 1 2

# Rounds to zero.

The great majority of students in all four countries have not reported that they had skipped any

lessons during the two weeks in question, with the largest percentage of students who reported that

they had skipped classes seen in the UK for 2015 (37%). No similarities in patterns can be identified

among the four countries. The percentage of Japanese students who have reported that they have

skipped classes seems to be fairly stable, while in Sweden there is a weak trend towards a smaller

percentage of students skipping classes over the years.

Let us now look at the students responding that they skipped a whole school day during the two

weeks before completing the PISA questionnaire.

Table 4. Percentage of students who have reported that they had skipped school a whole

day

Year Country None One or two Three or four  Five or more

2018 Germany 87 9 2 2
Japan 98 2 # #
Sweden 90 7 2 2
UK 81 15 2 2

2015 Germany 91 7 1 1
Japan 98 1 # #
Sweden 91 7 1 1
UK 75 21 3 2

2012 Germany 95 4 H #

nordiccie.org
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Year Country None One or two Three or four  Five or more
Japan 98 1 # #
Sweden 93 6 1 1
UK 82 15 2 1
2000* Germany 73 21 3 2
Japan 89 9 1 1
Sweden 62 29 6
UK 65 28 4 3

* In 2000 the question was about missing rather than skipping school

In Table 4, the majority of students in all four countries report not having skipped school on any day
in the two weeks before the PISA test. We can note that no more than three percent of the students
who participated in the PISA study in any country have reported that they had skipped whole school
days five or more times. Also, the figures for 2000 are quite different from those for the other years.
This is most likely related to the question having been asked differently: ‘Skipping school’ likely
means that the student did not have an ‘authorized’ reason for the absence, while ‘missing school’

may be related to different types of absenteeism, with both authorized and unauthorized reasons.

Table 5. Percentage of students who have not reported that they had skipped some classes

or skipped school days

Year Country Not skipped any classes Not skipped any school days
2018 Germany 79 87
Japan 96 98
Sweden 83 90
UK 84 81
2015 Germany 84 91
Japan 97 98
Sweden 84 91
UK 66 75
2012 Germany 90 95
Japan 97 98
Sweden 80 93

nordiccie.org NJCIE 2023, Vol. 7(1)
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Year Country Not skipped any classes Not skipped any school days
UK 88 82
2000* Germany 88 73
Japan 96 89
Sweden 79 62
UK 90 65

* In 2000 the question was about missing rather than skipping school

Generally, there is a higher percentage of students who have reported that they had not skipped
classes than those who have reported that they had not skipped whole school days, but the figures
for 2000 stand out. During that year, in all four countries, more students reported having missed a
whole school day than some lessons. This might be explained by what has been mentioned earlier,
the fact that students may regard the terms ‘missing school’ and ‘skipping school’ as different types

of absenteeism.

In the following text, we will focus on the students reporting having skipped a whole school day or
more, and we will not analyse data on skipped classes further. We will also not include the data from
2000. Our initial intention was to focus only on the group of students reporting absences of five or
more days; however, the numbers turned out to be very small in this group. We also note that in the
PISA reports the OECD has often looked at all students who report having skipped school at least one
day. It could also be argued that if one day during these two weeks represents a similar pattern
across a whole year, this would correspond to 20-25 days of absence, which is often regarded as a
persistent absence®. Based on this, we will focus on those students who report having skipped a
whole school day at least once during the two full weeks of school before they completed the PISA

student questionnaire. This group will be further analysed.

Table 6 shows the number and percentage of students reporting having skipped a whole school day
at least once during the two full weeks of school before they completed the PISA student

questionnaire.

* For example, the persistent absence rate is in England defined as the rate of students who are absent for more
than ten per cent of the half-day sessions they could have attended (Department for Education (DfE), 2020)
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Table 6. Number of students and percentage reporting having skipped a whole school day at

least once during the two full weeks of school before the PISA test

Country/ Germany Japan Sweden UK

Year N % N % N % N %
2018 327 6.0 123 21 475 8.8 2,836 17.0
2015 474 7.2 115 1.8 465 8.6 3,762 24.4
2012 218 4.4 98 1.5 334 7.0 2,607 17.6

In Table 6, there are a few hundred students who report having skipped at least a whole school day,
except for the UK, where the numbers are considerably higher. This is partly related to the size of

the samples from the UK, as seen in Table 2.

As the size of the sample has varied between years and between countries, using percentages for
comparison is the most appropriate way to analyse the data. The percentages given in Table 6 are

illustrated in Figure 1 with confidence intervals.

Figure 1. Percentage of students who have reported that they had skipped a whole school
day at least once during the last two full weeks of school before they completed the PISA

student questionnaire
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As seen in Figure 1, the percentage of students reporting having skipped school is much higher in the
UK than in the other three countries. Germany and the UK show a similar pattern in the
development, with the highest percentage in 2015, while Sweden and Japan show a small but steady

increase from 2012 to 2018.

There are no overlapping confidence intervals for the estimates between the countries in 2012 and
2018, respectively. Thus, the shares of students reporting having skipped school are statistically
different (p<.05) between the countries for these two years. In 2015 the estimates for Sweden and

Germany are overlapping and thus not statistically different.

Generally, Table 6 and Figure 1 show that there are differences between the four countries in
respect of the rate of students who have reported that they had skipped at least one school day
during the two weeks before the PISA test. It can also be noted that the UK has the highest
proportion of students who report having skipped school and Japan has the lowest. The difference

between Japan and the UK is considerable.

Can we see any trends in the countries?

The development in the four countries over time is illustrated in Table 7 below.

Table 7. Differences within countries, between years, in the percentage of students

reporting having skipped a whole school day

Country/ Germany Japan Sweden UK

Year

2012 -2015 -2.79* -0.23 -1.59 -6.79*

2015-2018 1.19 -0.30 -0.21 7.35%*

2012-2018 -1.60 -0.53 -1.80 -0.57
* = p<.05

As seen in Table 7, there are significant differences in the percentage of students who skipped
school in Germany between 2012 and 2015 but no significant difference if we look at the
development from 2012 to 2018 and from 2015 to 2018. However, the results for comparison with
data from 2012 in Germany must be interpreted with caution, as the proportion included in this
subgroup is below five percent of the population in the German PISA studies. In Japan and Sweden,
there are no significant changes in the percentages reporting skipping school between the years. In

the case of the UK, there is a significant increase in the shares of students who have reported that
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they skipped school from 2012 to 2015 and a statistically significant decrease between 2015 and
2018, but no significant difference between 2012 and 2018.

As no statistically significant differences were found between the years in most of the countries, we
cannot identify anything that could be described as a trend. That there have been no significant
changes in the rate of absent students between 2012 and 2018 is of interest if we consider the
growing concern internationally regarding absenteeism as well as the general figure showing a slight
increase for OECD counties in general. It can be noted that the proportions of students reporting
having skipped school are not significantly different between the countries in 2012 and 2018. What
is puzzling is the shape of the UK curve, with a significant difference between 2012 and 2015 as well

as between 2015 and 2018, but no significant difference between 2012 and 2018.

Discussion

Generally, this article has tried to answer two questions about truancy in Germany, Japan, Sweden,

and the UK with the support of PISA data:

- Are there differences between the countries concerning the rate of students who have
reported that they have skipped school? What are the rates and differences of students
reporting having been absent from school according to PISA data in Germany, Japan, Sweden,

and the UK?

- Can we observe similar or different trends between the countries? What trends can be seen in

how the rate of students reporting having skipped school has changed over the years?
In addition, a more general question was also raised:

- What could be the factors that explain possible differences or similarities between the
countries? Is it possible to link any differences between the countries to the rate of students
reporting having skipped school and trends in skipping school to broader differences between

the countries related to welfare regimes, education systems, and national values?

We can see variations between the countries in the percentage of students who report having
skipped school at least one day during the two weeks before completing the PISA student
guestionnaire. The percentage of students varies from 24.4% in the UK in 2015 to 1.5% in Japan in
2012. Among the four counties, the UK has both the highest numbers and percentages of students

who report having skipped school.

On average, across the OECD countries in 2018, 21% of students reported having skipped at least

one day of school in the two weeks before the PISA test (OECD, 2019b). Generally, the countries
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included in this article had in 2018 a lower proportion of students who reported having skipped

school than the average among the OECD countries.

As the data used in this article only cover three points of measurement over six years, it is difficult to
observe any trends. Although there are similarities between Germany and the UK and between

Japan and Sweden, there is no general trend that can be seen for all four countries.

Could any differences between the four countries explain the different rates of absent students? The
four countries covered in the article, have different models of welfare states (Esping-Andersen,
1990). Esping-Andersen (1999) distinguishes between universal, liberal, conservative, and other
types of welfare regimes. In the literature, Sweden is often regarded as a typical example of a
Scandinavian ‘universal welfare state’, organizing many subsystems like pensions or healthcare
universally. The UK is described as a ‘liberal welfare state’, Germany as a typical example of a
‘conservative welfare state’, and Japan as an ‘East-Asian Confucian welfare state’ (Goodman, 1998).
As we could see in Figure 1, the data from Sweden and Germany are not that different, despite their
being what may be described as different welfare states. The UK, and to some extent also Japan,
stand out. Based on the data from these four countries, however, it does not seem feasible to

assume that type of welfare system is related to rates of truancy.

It should be kept in mind that the structure of welfare regimes has gone through changes in the last
20 — 30 years. As described earlier, for example, Sweden has had increased differences between
schools, which could be seen as an indication that Sweden has moved away from the social
democratic welfare model. To further analyse the relationship between the welfare regime of a
country and how this could influence student absenteeism would require a more in-depth analysis of

the systems and their impact on young people and education.

Another factor that may impact student absenteeism could be the education system as such. An
important feature of all education systems is the point at which students are separated into
different tracks. Keppens and Spruyt (2018) have studied non-attendance in 24 European countries
using PISA data from 2015. In their analysis they make a distinction based on Mons (2007), Dupriez
et al. (2008), and Janmaat and Mons (2011) according to the level of horizontal and vertical
stratification. Four types of education systems are identified: ‘(1) The separation model, (2) the
comprehensive model, (3) the uniform integration model, and (4) the individualized integration
model’ (p. 417). The separation model ‘refers to educational systems where students are grouped
into different tracks according to their educational achievement at a young age’. The comprehensive
model ‘does not use tracking to select and group students’ and all students ‘follow a common

curriculum until the age of 16’ (p. 417). The uniform integration model ‘provides a common
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curriculum for all pupils up to the age of 16’, but unlike the comprehensive model ‘this model uses
grade retention to re-group pupils with poor achievement’ (p. 417). Finally, the individualized
integration model ‘refers to educational systems that offer a common curriculum for all students,
with heterogeneity addressed by individual or small-group tutoring. (p. 417). If we look at the four
countries selected for this study we can note that Keppens and Spruyt (2018) define the German
education system as separated and the systems in Sweden and the UK as comprehensive. Japan is
not classified in Keppen’s and Spruyt’s (2018) article, but following the logic of the model it seems
reasonable to classify the Japanese system as comprehensive. Keppens and Spruyt claim that their
‘results showed higher truancy rates in comprehensive and individualised educational systems’. They
continue, arguing that two explanations are plausible: ‘First, these models differ from the separated
model in the degree of tracking. Whereas pupils in the separated model are already grouped into
different educational tracks at an early age, pupils in the individualised and comprehensive models
follow education altogether until the age of 16. Pupils following education in the separated model
might therefore receive an education that is better suited to their specific abilities and skills at an

early age’ (p. 422).

The education systems in Sweden and the UK, which are comprehensive, have higher percentages of
non-attendance than those in Germany and Japan. As noted above, the difference between
Germany with its selective system, and Sweden with its comprehensive system, is not large. It is not
possible to see any differences between these four countries that may be related to different types

of education systems.

Another aspect that may be relevant in this discussion is the values in society. A general approach to
mapping values in different countries is taken by Hofstede Insights (2021). Based on large-scale
surveys, information on basic values concerning power distance, individualism, masculinity,
uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence are collected and compiled. Among
these, individualism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation may be most relevant in
relation to truancy. Japan stands out in this context with lower values on individualism than the
other countries, but higher values on uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation. The Japanese
values on long-term orientation are not much higher than the German ones. The Swedish values are
different from those of other countries with respect to masculinity, which in this context is related to
a preference in society for achievement, heroism, assertiveness, and material rewards for success
(Hofstede Insights, 2021). As Japanese figures on students reporting that they have skipped school
are much lower than the other countries this may be related to the lower Japanese values on
individualism and the higher values on uncertainty avoidance that Japan shows in the Hofstede

Insights. The notion of truancy as a norm-violating behaviour that is not socially desirable may be
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stronger in a society where individualism is a less frequent value and uncertainty avoidance a more

frequent value than in other countries in this study.

Conclusions

The article aimed to use PISA data to draw comparisons between Germany, Japan, Sweden, and the
UK with the objective of analysing questions about the proportion of student-who reported they had
skipped schools and differences between the countries, as well as whether any trends could be

found.

As shown in the discussion, it is possible to find answers to the questions about the proportion of
students who have reported that they had skipped school and to draw some comparisons between

the countries. The question of trends is more difficult to answer.

There are some differences between the countries, but it is more difficult to know what may explain
these differences. Based on the comparison of the four countries covered in this article, it is not
possible to say anything more specific about how welfare regimes, education systems, and values

may have an impact on students’ truancy, how it is reported, and what is done to prevent truancy.

More research is needed to further investigate the reasons behind the differences between
countries and the role of welfare regimes, education systems, and values. It would be necessary to
determine whether patterns can be found between a larger number of countries, or whether a more
in-depth analysis of each of the countries in this study would reveal details on how issues related to
welfare regimes, education systems, and values can be assumed to affect student truancy. It may be
assumed that truancy is not a simple reflection of only one of these reasons, but related to how the
welfare regimes, education systems, and values interact. It can also be noted that we have only
compared national figures from PISA on absenteeism. It would be possible to break up these figures
into subgroups based on regions, gender, migration, and socio-economic status. As mentioned in the
limitations, separate data for England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales are available for the
PISA studies in 2015 and 2018, but not for 2012. If the PISA data from 2018 are explored, it can be
noted that significant differences exist between the parts of the UK. The percentage of students who
have skipped school during the two weeks before the PISA test in England is significantly lower than
the corresponding figures for Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales [17.7 % in England compared
with 25.3 in Northern Ireland, 22.1 in Scotland and 28.8 % in Wales (OECD, 2020a)]. This type of
more in depth-analysis may provide further information that could give a better understanding of

what factors may influence student absenteeism.
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Finally, to what extent does it make sense to use PISA data for this type of analysis? As mentioned in
the introduction to the article, one problem in international comparisons of truancy is the
differences in available national statistics (Kreitz-Sandberg et al., 2023). PISA may be one way of
getting internationally comparable data. This study shows that it is possible to use PISA data for such

analysis, but that there are also limitations with these data.

Do the PISA studies reflect the actual prevalence of truancy? After all, they rely solely on student-
reported data and do not use data on absences reported by parents or registered by the school.
Whether students report truthfully about their own school absences may be different in different
countries due to cultural differences, and long-term absent students may be disregarded in school-
based surveys. However, even reports from school personnel may have reliability and validity
problems. In a study on students aged 15-16 years in Flanders (Keppens et al., 2019), self-reported

truancy was reported to be higher than that registered by school personnel.

To gain more knowledge about truancy and school absenteeism, there is a need for shared
definitions that are guided by current knowledge about, for example, thresholds and correlated
sociodemographic variables. Several authors in the field speak in favour of including excused as well
as unexcused absences to capture the phenomenon of students’ school absences (Birioukov, 2016;

Kearney, 2016). Meanwhile, the PISA studies only ask about unexcused absences.

A disappointing discovery in approaching the PISA data was that truancy had not been covered in all
the PISA studies since 2000 and that partly different wordings had been used in the student
guestionnaires. Instead of offering an opportunity to compare data from seven PISA studies,
covering almost 20 years, the span that was possible to cover was reduced to three of the studies
over a period of six years. As PISA provides a unique opportunity to collect information from
students about how they experience schooling, it would be useful if the student questionnaires in
these studies were made more transparent between years. It is of course also important that
guestions about absenteeism are included in future PISA studies and perhaps also to make a

distinction between different types of absenteeism.

Despite these shortcomings, we must conclude that PISA provides a great deal of data, of which this
article has only used a part. PISA data on truancy can be used to analyse the relationship between
truancy and students’ performance in reading, mathematics, and science, and might also be used to

further analyse which students have skipped school.
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Appendix A

Questions about truancy in four languages

English
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In the last two full weeks of school, how often did the following things occur?

(Please select one response in each row.)

German

One or two times Three or four times Five or more times
. ST062Q01TA01 ST062Q01TA02 ST062Q01TA03 ST062QU1TA04
| skipped a whole school day 0 0 0 0
_ ST062Q02TA01 ST062Q02TA02 ST062Q02TA03 ST062Q02TA04
| skipped some classes 0 0 0 @)
. ST062Q03TAO01 ST062Q03TA02 ST062Q03TA03 ST062Q03TA04
 arrived late for school 0 0 0 0

Wie oft sind die folgenden Dinge in den letzten zwei vollstandigen Schulwochen vorgekommen?

(Bitte eine Antwort pro Zeile auswahlen.)

Ein- oder zweimal

Drei- oder viermal Fiinfmal oder haufiger
! ST062Q01TA01 ST062Q01TAQ2 ST062Q01TAO3 ST062Q01TA04
Ich habe einen ganzen Schultag geschwanzt. % g (6 %
; ST062Q02TA0L ST062Q02TAD2 5T062Q02TA03 ST062Q02TA04
Ich habe ein paar Unterrichtsstunden geschwanzt. ‘6 g QC;’ %
) ST062Q03TA01 ST062Q03TAD2 5T062Q03TA03 ST062Q03TA04
Ich bin zu spat zur Schule gekommen. 0 g % 0
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Japanese

RE2AMN ) B, ROZEHABISY) & L1

(1) ~ (3) MENENTIVT, HTEEHLNE—DBAT(HEL,

5] 5] B
ST062Q01TA0L ST062Q01TA02 ST062Q01TA03 ST062Q01TA04
(1) F8 4 BERF L1 0 0 0 0
ST062Q02TA0L ST062Q02TA02 ST062Q02TA03 ST062Q02TAD4
(2 ERE YA
ST062Q03TA0L ST062Q03TA02 ST062Q03TA03 ST062Q03TA04
3 ' -
(3) FB BRI T 0 0 O O

Swedish

Hur ménga ganger under de foregaende tva skolveckorna hande foljande?

(Valj ett svar pa varje rad.)

Aldrig En eller tva ganger Tre eller fyra ganger Fem eller fler ganger
Jag skolkade en hel dag mezocc)nnm STOG2(<)§ITA02 sr%zgmoz ﬁmgm\m
Jag skolkade ngra lektioner sroszocgmox smszz))omoz ﬂOSZ%OZTADB ﬂoszgz'wu
Jag kom fbrsent till skolan nggmm smszg)omoz sroezczgmos S'roezgsmoa
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