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Abstract

Despite mandatory school attendance policies, many students in Canada are frequently
absent from school. Absenteeism is linked to numerous negative educational outcomes and
is a growing educational issue internationally. This has lead universities in many countries
to study the factors associated with absenteeism in order to reduce it. However, the Can-
adian educational discourse is largely absent on absenteeism. A review of faculty profiles
revealed that no Canadian educational scholar investigates absenteeism as their primary
area of research. The lack of empirical knowledge concerning student absenteeism is a con-
tributing factor to the high levels of absenteeism evident in Canada. This article serves as a
call to action for Canadian academics to research student absenteeism in order to alleviate

the behaviour.
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Résumé

Bien que la fréquentation scolaire soit obligatoire et I€également requise dans chaque pro-
vince et territoire canadien, de nombreux étudiants sont fréquemment absents de I’école.
L’absentéisme est li¢ a plusieurs mauvais résultats scolaires et constitue un probléme
croissant a I’échelle internationale. Cela a incité les universités de nombreux pays a étu-
dier les facteurs associés a 1’absentéisme afin de le réduire. Cependant, le Canada semble
absent des discours éducatifs concernant 1’absentéisme scolaire. Un examen des profils
des professeurs révele qu’aucun spécialiste canadien de I’éducation n’étudie 1’absentéisme
comme principal sujet de recherche. Le manque de connaissances empiriques sur le sujet
est un facteur contribuant a I’absentéisme élevé observé au Canada. Cet article lance un
appel aux chercheurs canadiens afin qu’ils étudient 1’absentéisme des étudiants afin de

contribuer a réduire ces comportements.

Mots-clés : fréquentation scolaire, absentéisme, absences des étudiants, abandon scolaire,

anxiété a I’école, décrochage
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Introduction

Every Canadian province and territory has enacted compulsory school attendance legis-
lation stipulating that all school-aged children must attend school on a daily basis (Oreo-
poulos, 2005). Yet, thousands of kids in Canada are absent from school every day. While
exact absenteeism numbers in Canada are not collected, 23.2% of Canadian students
sampled in the 2018 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reported
skipping school at least once in the two weeks prior to the assessment (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2019). Attendance rates released by the Sas-
katchewan Ministry of Education (2019) provide similar findings, with 23.9% of K—12
public school students missing more than 20% of their classes. This is a troubling devel-
opment, as absenteeism has been linked with numerous negative outcomes for the absent
student, their family and school, and the wider society. Hence, absenteeism is more than
simply “skipping school,” and has much broader and worrisome repercussions—to which

Canada’s education-oriented academics have yet to respond.

Literature Review

Student absenteeism can be defined as a part- or full-day absence from school that is or
is not condoned by the student’s school and/or family. Absenteeism is caused by many
factors, including: the student (e.g., lack of interest in school, health issues), the home
(e.g., familial neglect, lack of support in schooling), the school (e.g., poor school climate,
unmet educational needs), and society (e.g., poverty) (Reid, 2014). Students often exhibit
multiple, interwoven causes for their absenteeism, thereby complicating the absentee-
ism phenomenon. While occasional absences are expected for many youth during their
educational journey, regular absences are detrimental to students’ learning, academic
performance, and educational achievement (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2019). As students miss
classes and/or whole days of school, they miss valuable instructional time, fall behind
their peers, and become further disengaged from their schooling (Attwood & Croll,
2015). Most alarming perhaps is that absenteeism is the dominant precursor to premature
school leaving (i.e., dropping out), which has drastic negative implications for a student’s
future life outcomes (Huber, 2013; Uppal, 2017). Although absenteeism may not cause

premature school leaving, it is a signifier of a student’s increased disengagement from
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the schooling system. Dropout research has consistently demonstrated that dropping out
is not a singular decision, but is rather a slow process of disengagement, which is usu-
ally marked by increased absenteeism (Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Bridgeland, 2010).
Canadian adults without a high school diploma tend to have high rates of unemployment,
work in low-paying and precarious occupations, have little to no access to post-secondary
education, and be more susceptible to relying on social assistance (Bélanger et al., 2009;
Bushnik et al., 2004; Finnie et al., 2015; Gilmore, 2010; Uppal, 2017).

The consequences of student absenteeism are not only confined to the students
themselves. The absentee’s family also faces repercussions associated with their child’s
absenteeism, including conflict with the school (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006), home visits
by school/district personnel (Gase et al., 2015), having to attend parental training (Kear-
ney & Bensaheb, 2006), and even prosecution for truancy (Fantuzzo et al., 2005; Flaherty
et al., 2012). The effects of absenteeism trickle down to the school, as teachers must man-
age the classroom interruptions that inevitably occur when working with frequently ab-
sent students (Gase et al., 2015). In addition, schools must expend considerable resources
tracking attendance, and following-up with absent students (Maynard et al., 2017). Lastly,
the Canadian state must protect precarious workers through additional expenditures to
social assistance programs, and do so with a reduced tax base. Thus, student absenteeism
has various negative consequences for numerous actors in Canada.

The severity and far-reaching nature of the repercussions associated with absen-
teeism has evoked a worldwide response. The causes, consequences, and solutions to ab-
senteeism have been taken up in the international academic literature, including in Africa
(Manaze, 2019; Oghuvbu, 2008), Asia (Banerjee et al., 2012; Chou et al., 2006; Secer &
Ulas, 2020), Europe (Duarte & Escario, 2006; Mounteney et al., 2010; Strand & Ceder-
sund, 2013), North America (Gottfried, 2009; Kearney, 2008), and South America (Fisch-
er, 2013; Goodrich et al., 2017). In addition, the International Network for School Atten-
dance (INSA) was established in 2018 to facilitate international dialogue on absenteeism.
In the United States, the consequences of absenteeism have become so dire that the
United States Department of Education (2019) has referred to absenteeism as a “a hidden
educational crisis” (n.p.), and absenteeism has become an important accountability metric
under the Every Student Succeeds Act (Hancock et al., 2018). Some Canadian provinces
have also sounded the alarm, and released documents urging for the study of absentee-
ism (Alberta Education, 2014; Office of the Child and Youth Advocate Newfoundland
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and Labrador, 2019; Probe Research, 2009; Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2019).
Considering that student absenteeism is considered a crisis in many international jurisdic-

tions, there is a paucity of absenteeism-related research being carried out in Canada.

Method

Determined to investigate the issue further, I began reviewing the faculty profiles of all
professors working in Anglophone Faculties of Education in Canada. I identified Anglo-
phone universities that had a Faculty of Education in each province and territory. I then
searched the faculty profiles of each Faculty of Education, and sought out academics’
publications related to absenteeism. Faculty profiles often include the professor’s publi-
cation list and/or curriculum vitae. These were read in full, with specific attention paid
to absenteeism-related publications. If a publication list was short (i.e., “Selected Pub-
lications”), outdated, or not made available, I searched for the scholar’s publications
using Google Scholar, ResearchGate, and Academia.edu.' Many academics have made
their publications widely available on these platforms and their profiles were read in full
in search of publications related to student absenteeism. In order to broaden my overall
query I also sought out Canadian literature pertaining to absenteeism. I utilized a key-
word search, using a combination of student absenteeism and every province/territory,
and Canada as a whole (e.g., student absenteeism in Canada, student absenteeism in
Ontario, etc.). After this was completed, I performed the same search using synonyms of
absenteeism (e.g., school attendance, truancy, school phobia, school refusal, and school
anxiety). These searches were done using online library databases which provide access
to dozens of educational and multidisciplinary journals. In order to refine the search I
specifically looked at publications within the last 25 years. Lastly, I read the titles of all
publications in the Canadian Journal of Education from 1995 onward to see if any works

were related to student absenteeism.

1 The scope of this study was limited to publications in the English language. I urge French-speaking academics to
carry out a similar review.
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Results

The results are startling and reveal that no Anglophone education-based scholar in Can-
ada studies absenteeism as their primary area of research.? This is not to say that Canada
is entirely without absenteeism research, as [ was able to locate over 20 recent articles
(1995 to present) concerning the topic. However, much of this literature is disjointed,
with few of the same authors publishing on absenteeism more than once. Moreover, the
majority of the authors are from fields other than education, such as health (French et
al., 2013; Glaab et al., 2005; Ward et al., 2019); sports studies (Chard et al., 2020); and
family studies (Sanderson et al., 2013). There are some education-based absenteeism
studies (Birioukov, 2016; Birioukov-Brant & Brant-Birioukov, 2019; Carter & Leschied,
2010; Correia, 1996; Cowans, 2008; Darwich et al., 2012; Vellos & Vadeboncoeur, 2013);
however, few of these research projects studied absenteeism for its own sake (Cor-
ville-Smith et al., 1998), instead viewing it as one of many variables (e.g., modifying the
scheduling of youth athletic tournaments to minimize absenteeism). Cumulatively, it can
be ascertained that there is a considerable lack of Canadian education-based research on
absenteeism.

This omission is troubling, particularly as rates of absenteeism appears to be in-
creasing in Canada, while it is declining in other countries. The number of Canadian stu-
dents reporting skipping school on the Programme for International Student Assessment
has grown by 5.4% between 2015 and 2018 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development, 2018, 2019). During the same period the United Kingdom saw absen-
teeism drop by 5.6%, and the United States saw a tremendous 18.8% decline. Both coun-
tries now report lower absenteeism rates (UK 18.8%; US 19.9%) than Canada (23.2%).
The PISA findings are partially corroborated by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education
(2019), which found absenteeism rates to be stable between 2013 and 2018. Canada’s
absence in the scholarship is palpable, especially when compared to the United Kingdom
and the United States, both of which have a robust scholarly discourse on absenteeism
that seeks to understand and mitigate the issue. The results of the aforementioned PISA

studies point to Canada’s inaction in reducing absenteeism.

2 Dr. Allison Cloth from the Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia does list “truancy and drop-
out prevention” as a scholarly interest; however, I could not locate any publications from this academic on the topic.
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Although academics in other countries have prioritized investigating absenteeism,
and INSA has been established to bring absenteeism scholars together, this topic has not
received much scholarly attention in Canada. The Canadian educational academic dis-
course is largely silent on student absenteeism, with only a handful of disjointed pub-
lications available to guide our understanding of the issue. While we know that almost
a quarter of Canadian students are frequently missing school, we know relatively little
about why, and what can be done to alleviate the issue. The lack of absenteeism research
in the causes, consequences, and possible solutions to absenteeism in Canada limits our
understanding of the behaviour and our ability to implement effective interventions to
ensure students are attending as much school as they can. The failure to attend to student
absenteeism will likely result in the continued lowered educational outcomes for a subset

of our students.

Conclusion

Currently we have a problematic state of affairs, where student absenteeism and the con-
sequent negative outcomes are likely to continue unabated. It is clear that various educa-
tional stakeholders must act on the issue. One of the goals of this article is to shed light
on the oversight of Canadian academics working in faculties of education to thoroughly
study absenteeism. Moreover, [ hope this commentary serves as a call to action for schol-
ars concerned with student success to research the causes, consequences, and solutions to
student absenteeism.

To begin, we must advocate for the release and wide availability of school atten-
dance records at the district and ministry levels. Without access to this data, it is difficult
to ascertain which students are absent and why, which, in turn, creates obstacles for im-
plementing effective and strategic responses to alleviating student absenteeism. Without
an overarching Canadian research base, absenteeism interventions currently employed
in school districts are haphazard, and rely on US research to inform their practice (Office
of the Child and Youth Advocate Newfoundland and Labrador, 2019; Probe Research,
2009). Although US studies are a useful starting point, the socio-political and economic
differences between the two countries are significant enough to raise questions as to the

transferability of the findings. Moreover, many individual Canadian schools and districts

Canadian Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de 1’éducation 44:3 (2021)
WWW.cje-rce.ca



Academic Silence on Student Absenteeism 725

are already doing impressive work to decrease and accommodate absenteeism (Birioukov,
2020). These schools and the dedicated staff working within them are an untapped wealth
of knowledge. Lastly, it is the absentees themselves that must be listened to. As a whole,
absenteeism research has overlooked student voices in its investigations (McKay-Brown
& Birioukov-Brant, 2021). Speaking and listening to the students as to why they are ab-
sent, and what can be done to aid them in attending more frequently, should always be the
starting point of our interventions. Cumulatively, these are just some starting points, as
the field of absenteeism research begins to develop in Canada. I hope that some academ-
ics working in Canadian Faculties of Education will heed this call, and begin the neces-

sary work to develop a research base of Canadian absenteeism studies.
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