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Is it Okay to be Away?
By David Knuckey

Research suggests that missing school 
has a detrimental effect on children’s 
lives. 

Children who regularly miss school:

• Are more likely to engage in delinquent 
or destructive behaviour.

• Are more likely to smoke, drink alcohol 
and use illegal drugs.

While research says we should take 
absenteeism very seriously, there is a lack 
of data on how many children miss school 
in Australia. The multitude of state 
departments and private and public 
sectors - with their own defi nitions and 
measurements - makes comparison 
impossible.

So, the ‘Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children’ (from the Australian Institute of 
Family Studies) has compiled data 
collected from parents, teachers and 
children across states and time. 

Research suggests there are a multitude 
of factors impacting on school attendance. 
Indigenous children and those from poorer 
backgrounds are absent the most. 
However, family and individual factors are 
not the only causes. Children from very 
similar backgrounds can have markedly 
different attendance habits.

School factors are also important 
contributors to schools absenteeism:

• In Australia, school size has been 
shown to have an impact - with student 
attendance lower in large schools.

• Student perceptions of the quality of 
their school can be associated with 
absenteeism.

• Poor relationships with teachers is 
something that accounts for persistent 
absences.

• Many studies have found that children 
who are bullied are more likely to be 
absent from school.

The Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children (LSAC) focuses on primary 
school aged children to discover who is 
missing school, why and what it does to 
their education.

Approximately 6% of Australian children 
are frequently absent from school. 
Continued frequent absence (for several 
consecutive years) is rare - with fewer than 
1% absent for each year from ages 6-11.

Being sick only accounts for half the days 
children miss school (as reported by 
teachers).

In our time-poor, modern lives, ‘parent 

work confl ict’ showed up as barely 
existing - in fact, not an issue at all by the 
time children are 10. Lack of transportation 
is more a cause of absenteeism. Family 
events, however, are the second highest 
ranking cause of student absences - 
though this decreases as the child grows 
up.

Unwillingness to go to school, increases 
as a child gets older - jumping from 1% 
at 7 years to 10% at 10 years of age.

Causes of Absenteeism

There a three main factors linked to 
non-attendance:

1. Child characteristics.

2. Family characteristics.

3. School Factors.

Child Characteristics

There is no difference between boys and 
girls when it comes to missing school. 

Language Background:

From ages 6-9 there is no difference 
between children who speak English and 
those who speak another language at 
home. There is a difference at ages 10-11, 
but it isn’t linked to heavy absenteeism.

Table 5.4: Reasons given by teachers for children’s frequent absences from school, by children’s age, K cohort, Waves 2-4

Reason for non-attendance 6-7 years (%) 8-9 years (%) 10-11 years (%)

Child illness 48.8 53.0 49.9

Illness of a family member 4.9 2.3 4.6

Parental work confl ict 1.5 0.3 0.0

Lack of transportation 1.6 2.1 0.0

Child did not want to attend 0.2 5.4 9.8

Family events (e.g. holiday) 18.7 14.5 13.3

Other 22.2 22.5 22.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Indigenous Status:

Indigenous children miss signifi cantly 
more school than non-Indigenous 
children. From ages 6-11, 24% to 30% of 
Indigenous children missed at least three 
days in the previous month, compared 
with 15% of non-Indigenous children.

Disability:

At age 6, signifi cantly more children with 
a disability were absent - 41% compared 
with 33% for children without a disability. 
However, as children get older, there is no 
difference in attendance between disabled 
and non-disabled children.

Bullying:

Whether a child is bullied is one of the 
largest links to school absenteeism. 

Family Characteristics

Parent Education:

At age 6, 36% of children from families with 
no university education were absent for 
three or more days, compared with 30% 
for families where one parent held a degree. 
This gap widened as children grew older.

Location:

At early ages, where children lived was 
not related to days absent. However, as 
children grew older, the percentage of 
children who had missed school in the 
previous month was signifi cantly lower in 
metropolitan areas.

Family Type:

At age 6, 41% of children from lone-mother 
families were likely to be absent for one 
or two days in the previous month, 
compared to 32% for children from 
two-parent families. This effect lessened 
somewhat as children grew up.

Household Income:

While there was some difference in 
attendance due to household income for 

young children, there was no difference by 
the time children reached the age of 10.

School Characteristics

In terms of attendance, it does not appear 
to matter whether your child attends a 
public or private school. As children grow 
up, absenteeism goes up slightly in public 
and Catholic schools, and drops slightly 
in Independent schools - but the difference 
is not signifi cant.

Parent and child satisfaction with 
the school, however, does seem to 
have a signifi cant impact on student 
attendance.The level of parent satisfaction 
with the school was positively associated 
with the level of attendance, regardless 
of the child’s age.

There was no difference at ages 6-7 
whether children felt happy or not about 
going to school. As children grow older,

however, absenteeism increases for 
children unhappy with school. 

There is a clear relationship to attendance 
when children thought teachers respected 
their feelings, understood them, and were 
proud of their accomplishments and felt 
they could rely on and trust their teachers.

However, the amount of attention a teacher 
gave a child had no impact on 
absenteeism.

Effects Of Absenteeism

The study revealed a clear link between 
absenteeism and literacy and numeracy 
scores. For all ages, scores were higher 
for children who were not absent. At the 
younger ages, the number of days absent 
did not appear to worsen the scores. 
However, as children grow older, the more 
days they missed, the lower their scores.


