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Abstract
School plays an important role in the development of a child. The impact of school absenteeism extends beyond academic 
achievement, affecting one's ability to participate in life successfully. In particular, children with difficulties in communica-
tion and interaction are at risk of developing school absences. This systematic review therefore focused on school absentee-
ism among children on the autism spectrum and examined the risk and influencing factors contributing to school absences. 
Eighteen studies were included, thirteen of which used a quantitative design, two of which were mixed-method studies, 
and three of which had a qualitative design. Different studies had varying definitions of school absenteeism and employed 
diverse study designs, prompting the need for a narrative synthesis. We evaluated the data regarding the factors of individual, 
parental, and school based on the KiTes bioecological systems framework for school attendance and absence by Melvin et al. 
(2019). We identified the majority of risks and influences in relation to the school factor and identified interacting factors 
contributing to school absenteeism in all factors. We recognised research gaps and provided guidance for further research.
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Introduction

When children and youth attend school, they have access 
to education, a right proclaimed in Article 28 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (The United 
Nations, 1989). School education fundamentally contrib-
utes to the cognitive, social, and emotional development 
of children and young people while simultaneously fulfill-
ing essential social tasks (Pellegrini, 2007). Accordingly, 
absences from school have enormous consequences not only 
for educational success but also for emotional and social 
development and successful participation in life. School 
absenteeism increases the risk of all forms of mental ill-
ness (Lenzen et al., 2013; Melvin et al., 2019). Absences 
can cause distress in families (Gallé-Tessonneau & Heyne, 
2020) and challenge professionals and resources (Wilson 
et al., 2008; Finning et al., 2019).

Defining School Absenteeism

In international research, scholars utilise a range of terms 
and criteria to assess school absenteeism. Consequently, 
it's imperative to interpret and compare research findings 
within this context. For the scope of this review, we employ 
the term 'school absenteeism' as an overarching concept. 
Absenteeism, broadly defined, refers to a student's absence 
from school for any reason, encompassing various forms of 
non-attendance (Kearney, 2016).

A distinction exists between problematic and non-
problematic absences. Non-problematic absences may 
result from factors such as illness, bereavement, or other 
causes. However, even initially non-problematic or tech-
nically excused absences can transition into problematic 
ones if more than 10% of lessons are missed (Heyne et al., 
2019; Lenzen et al., 2013), or if the child's development is 
compromised by the absence, leading to decreased grades 
or challenges in reintegrating into the academic environ-
ment (Kearney, 2016). Hence, Kearney (2003) defines non-
problematic absenteeism as short- or long-term absences 
mutually agreed upon by parents and the school, with the 
possibility of compensatory measures. Additional terms for 
distinguishing between problematic and non-problematic 
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absences include unexcused/excused, unauthorised/author-
ised (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2015), and illegitimate/legitimate 
(Kearney, 2003).

Heyne et al. (2019) differentiates four types of problem-
atic absenteeism:

–	 School refusal is defined as non-attendance at school due 
to emotional stress related to school attendance, where 
the parents are informed of absences and make reason-
able efforts to ensure the child's attendance at school.

–	 School withdrawal is defined as non-attendance with the 
knowledge of the parents or withholding by the parents.

–	 Truancy includes absence without permission from the 
school and the parents. In addition, there are efforts to 
hide truancy from parents.

–	 In the case of school exclusion, the school initiates the 
absence, for example, as a disciplinary action.

Kearney et al. (2019) intend to categorise heterogene-
ous concepts and provide general descriptions of common 
terms. School refusal must be distinguished from school 
refusal behaviour. While school refusal involves absence 
from school, school refusal behaviour is a broader term for 
various behaviour patterns based on the goal of avoiding 
school, whether anxiety-related or not (Kearney, 2016). 
School avoidance refers to an absence based on anxiety 

related to school. Most of these terms refer to an absence 
initiated by the individual, while school exclusion is initi-
ated by the school, and school withdrawal is parent-initiated 
(Kearney et al., 2019).

Risk and Influencing Factors for School Absenteeism

To identify factors increasing the likelihood of experiencing 
school absenteeism, various system levels must be consid-
ered (Kearney, 2008). Melvin et al. (2019) propose a multi-
level approach that applies Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological 
model to the factors associated with school absenteeism.

At the micro- and meso-system levels, factors such as 
the individual, parental/family, and school levels have been 
demonstrated to be associated with school attendance. 
Knowledge of these factors and their interactions can con-
tribute to an understanding of school absenteeism (Melvin 
et al., 2019) (Fig. 1).

To categorise different types of absenteeism according to 
their initiation and relationship to the individual, the school, 
and the parental level, we constructed Fig. 2. The categorisa-
tion is based on comprehensive research regarding different 
types of school absenteeism and their relation (Heyne et al., 
2019; Kearney, 2008; Reissner et al., 2019; Tonge & Silver-
man, 2019).

Fig. 1   The KiTeS bioecological systems framework for school attendance and absence (Melvin et al., 2019)
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Defining Autism

The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2023) categorises 
“Autism Spectrum Disorder” (ASD) as a neurodevelop-
mental disorder characterised by “persistent deficits in the 
ability to initiate and to sustain reciprocal social interac-
tion and social communication”. Another criterion implies 
“a range of restricted, repetitive, and inflexible patterns of 
behaviour, interests or activities that are clearly atypical or 
excessive for the individual’s age and sociocultural con-
text”. The onset is typically in early childhood, but symp-
toms may manifest when social demands increase. Since 
there is a surge in social demands at school age, coping 
with developmental tasks becomes even more difficult, and 
special support is often needed (Kamp-Becker & Bölte, 
2021). Overall, transitions from different developmental 
and life phases are important, as these are associated with 
a rise in vulnerability. As the term ‘spectrum’ suggests, 
symptoms and therefore needs for support vary among 
autistic individuals (Kamp-Becker & Bölte, 2021). Since 
autism is a lifelong condition, most individuals need sup-
port and services throughout their lifetime. Most services 
(such as therapy and social skills training) are used in early 
and middle childhood (Song et al., 2022). The US Center 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2023) estimated 
that one in 36 children is diagnosed with ASD. ASD was 
3,8 times more prevalent among boys than among girls 
(approximately 4% of boys and 1% of girls). In total, 37.9% 
of the autistic individuals had an intellectual disability 
(IQ < 70), 23.5% had an IQ between 71 and 85, and 38.6% 
had an IQ > 85. However, it should be noted that the preva-
lence varies between countries and studies. Autism is also 
often associated with psychiatric conditions. It is estimated 
that 70–72% of autistic youth have at least one psychiatric 
condition. Some of the most common disorders are anxi-
ety, depression and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD; Rosen et al., 2018).

School Absenteeism among Autistic Individuals

According to the Department for Education (2019) autistic 
students in England explore higher rates of school absences 
than non-autistic students with or without special educa-
tional needs. When educational needs align with challenges 
in social skills and communication, absenteeism rates tend 
to increase. On the other hand, schools comprise a variety 
of communication and interaction situations (Ashburner 
et al., 2010). Autistic students often find social interactions 
stressful, thereby facing an increased risk of limited par-
ticipation and social exclusion (Roberts & Simpson, 2016). 
These circumstances elevate the risk of psychiatric con-
ditions (Hebron & Humphrey, 2014). These co-occurring 
psychiatric conditions heighten the risk of school absentee-
ism (Finning et al., 2019).

To date no systematic review has investigated the risk 
factors of school absenteeism among autistic students. The 
aim of this study is to systematically review studies regard-
ing the risk and influence factors for school absenteeism in 
autistic students. In particular, individual, educational, and 
parental factors of the micro- and mesosystems are consid-
ered. Another aim is to identify research gaps for further 
investigations.

The primary research questions for this systematic review 
include:

•	 What types of school absenteeism have been identified 
in prior studies for autistic students?

•	 What individual, school, and parental factors contribute 
to school absenteeism among autistic students?

Review Methods

The protocol for this systematic review has been registered 
online at PROSPERO, an international register for system-
atic reviews (Registration number: CRD42022343467). 
The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Fig. 2   Categorisation of absenteeism types based on individual, 
school, and parental levels
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Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) standards has been followed 
for all stages of this systematic review (Page et al., 2021). 
The following electronic databases covering all relevant dis-
ciplines have been searched for journal articles: ERIC (Ped), 
Web of Science and Scopus (Psych), and PubMed (Med) on 
26th June 2022. Prior to this search, a preliminary search 
was performed and an updated search was carried out on 
30th November 2023. The Cochrane and PROSPERO data-
bases have been searched to confirm that there was no other 
existing or registered systematic review about the current 
topic. The search strategy included terms regarding autism 
and school absenteeism (see Table 1).

Inclusion Criteria

The studies included in this review have been selected based 
on the following predetermined inclusion criteria: (a) they 
focused on school-aged individuals with a formal diagnosis 
of autism; (b) they focused on individual, family or school 
factors having an influence on any form of school absentee-
ism; and (c) they were published in German or English. No 
restrictions were applied regarding the publication period of 
the included articles.

Exclusion Criteria

Studies were excluded from the review based on one or 
more of the following criteria: (a) they were published in 
languages other than English or German; (b) they were not 
empirical studies; (c) they focused on non-autism samples 
or mixed etiology groups and the data for autistic individuals 
were not reported separately; and (d) they did not scrutinise 
school absenteeism and influencing factors. This review did 
not include grey literature, but the search was not restricted 
to peer-reviewed articles.

Study Selection

Electronic searches identified 322 records. Following the 
removal of duplicates, each reviewer independently assessed 
148 articles based on the title and abstract; each reviewer 
was blinded to the other’s ratings. Disagreements were 
solved by discussion.

After screening the full texts, 18 studies that met the 
inclusion criteria were identified and included in the cur-
rent review.

Quality Assessment

The quality of each included study was assessed by both 
reviewers independently by using the Mixed Method 
Appraisal Tool (MMAT) described by Hong et al. (2018). 
Disagreements were resolved by both authors discussing the 
information presented. The MMAT is an appraisal tool for 
systematic reviews that include quantitative, qualitative and 
mixed methods studies. Hong et al. (2018) developed the 
tool based on a literature review of critical appraisal tools. 
By using this tool, the study quality was categorised as good, 
moderate or low. Sixteen studies were rated as ‘good’, and 
two studies were rated as ‘moderate’. One of these stud-
ies has limitations in its quality since the actual research 
question was not answered (Ochi et al., 2020). However, the 
authors identified these limitations. The other study did not 
formulate any explicit research questions (Kurita, 1991). No 
studies were excluded due to low quality.

Data Extraction

The first author (I.S.) extracted the data according to pre-
defined criteria. The second author (T.S.) controlled the 
integrity and verified the accuracy of all the extracted data.

Data were extracted and coded for each study that met 
the inclusion criteria. The following descriptive data were 
extracted: study details, information about the sample, the 
definition of school absenteeism, the criteria for school 
absenteeism (e.g., 10% absence of school days), the data 
collection tool for school absenteeism, the risk and influenc-
ing factors, the absence rate, the intervention, and the effect 
of the intervention.

Synthesis

A narrative synthesis was provided due to the heterogene-
ity of the studies, especially regarding the terminology and 
measurement of school absenteeism as well as the criteria 
of different forms of school absenteeism.

Table 1   Search strategy

Search strings were connected by the Boolean operator “AND”

Autism School Absenteeism

autis* OR asperger* OR ASD OR pdd
OR "pervasive developmental disorder"

"school absen*" OR "school avoid*" OR "school avers*" OR "school refusal*" OR truan* OR "school 
phobia" OR "school withdrawal" OR "school exclu*" OR "school attend*" OR "school drop out"
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Results

Figure 3 shows the evaluation and screening process used 
to select the 18 studies included in this systematic review. 
Table 1 provides the details for each included study.

Three studies were from the same research group (Bit-
sika et al., 2020, 2021, 2022). All three address the topic 
of bullying. Bitsika et al. (2022) studied a subsample of a 
larger cohort from Bitsika and Sharpley (2016). Bitsika et al. 
(2021) used a sample from Bitsika et al. (2020). Each article 
has a different research question.

Munkhaugen et al. (2019) based their research on a sub-
sample from the first study (Munkhaugen et al., 2017).

Study Characteristics

All studies except Kurita (1991) are very recent 
(2017–2023). These studies were conducted in Australia 
(Adams, 2021; Bitsika et  al., 2020, 2021, 2022), the 
United Kingdom (Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 2022; 
O’Hagan et al., 2022; Preece & Howley, 2018; Totsika et al., 

2020; Truman et al., 2021), Sweden (Anderson, 2020), Japan 
(Kurita, 1991; Ochi et al., 2020), Norway (Munkhaugen 
et al., 2017, 2019), the United States (Mattson et al., 2022; 
McClemont et al., 2021) and Denmark (Lassen et al., 2022).

Three of the 18 studies used qualitative designs, two used 
mixed method designs, and 13 used quantitative designs. 
Eleven studies employed cross-sectional designs, while there 
was also an evaluative case study that aimed to identify the 
impact of an intervention, a retrospective chart review study, 
a longitudinal study based on retrospective school datasets, 
a brief report of an observational study, a qualitative study 
with a multi-informant approach, a qualitative study that is 
based on case reports and a qualitative study consisting of 
an interpretative phenomenological approach.

The sample size ranged from N = 1799 in a quantitative 
cross-sectional study to N = 3 in qualitative case reports. 
The total sample included 3304 autistic students. The ages 
ranged between 3 and 21  years. Two studies examined 
absenteeism in preschoolers with autism. The sample was 
predominantly male except for the only qualitative study 
that explicitly focused on girls with autism (O’Hagan et al., 
2022). Fourteen studies based their results on parental 

Fig. 3   PRISMA 2020 flow 
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reports, and four studies considered additional school staff 
or other professionals involved. One qualitative study col-
lected data by interviewing the autistic young people and 
one used a multi-informant approach by interviewing par-
ents, professionals and school staff. Two studies focused on 
data bases: one used clinical data (Ochi et al., 2020) and 
the other used school datasets (Mattson et al., 2022). All 
studies collected data regarding mainstream schools. Six 
studies also collected data in a special school setting. The 
detailed information for each included study is summarised 
in Table 1.

Types of School Absenteeism

In the included studies, school refusal was the most com-
monly used term for absenteeism. In total, 11 studies referred 
to this term (Adams, 2021; Bitsika et al., 2020, 2021, 2022; 
Kurita, 1991; McClemont et al., 2021; Munkhaugen et al., 
2017, 2019; Ochi et al., 2020; Preece & Howley, 2018; Tot-
sika et al., 2020). The studies are based on the definition in 
which school refusal occurs due to emotional distress with 
knowledge of the parents (Heyne et al., 2019; Kearney, 
2008). Totsika et al. (2020) referred to school withdrawal, 
truancy, school exclusion, and nonproblematic absence, as 
these are all categories included in the data collection tool 
they used (the School Non-Attendance Checklist [SNACK] 
by Heyne et al., 2019). Adams (2021) also used the SNACK 
and referred to the types defined by Heyne et al. (2019) but 
also described the difference between emerging and estab-
lished school refusal. Furthermore, the author investigated 
full- and half-day absences. Bitsika et al., (2020, 2021, 2022) 
also followed the definition of school refusal established by 
Heyne et al. (2019). They argued that school refusal is often 
associated with absence from school, but it is not necessarily 
defined by absence; therefore, they used the term emerging 
school refusal (Bitsika et al., 2020).

Munkhaugen et al., (2017, 2019) chose school refusal 
behaviour as the object of research. They referred to Kear-
ney (2008) who defined school refusal behaviour as ‘child-
motivated refusal to attend school and/or difficulties remain-
ing in class’ (Munkhaugen et al., 2017).

Kurita (1991) operationalised school refusal according to 
Berg et al.’s (1969) definition as absence from school due to 
reluctance to attend with the knowledge of the parents, while 
no antisocial disorders occur with this absence.

O’Hagan et al. (2022) used the phrase ‘emotionally based’ 
school avoidance and referred to Munkhaugen et al. (2017). 
Hence, it can be assumed that O’Hagan et al. (2022) used 
school avoidance as a synonym for school refusal behaviour. 
Gray et al. (2023) also used the term school avoidance as a 
synonym for school refusal.

Truman et al. (2021) did not directly focus on school 
absenteeism. They evaluate school experiences in the 

context of extreme demand avoidance behaviour. One aspect 
relating to this group of autistic children is school exclu-
sion due to challenging behaviour. They included both for-
mal and informal exclusions. In contrast, Gray et al. (2023) 
and Martin-Denham (2022) had an explicit focus on school 
exclusion. Martin-Denham (2022) referred to the Education 
Act and the European Court, which stated that a decision to 
exclude has to be lawful, rational, proportionate and fair. A 
differentiation was made between a fixed period exclusion, 
where a student was excluded from school for a set period, 
and a permanent exclusion, when a student did not return to 
school. Gray et al. (2023) also referred to this differentiation 
between fixed-term and permanent exclusion.

Two other included studies addressed the differentiation 
between unexcused and excused absences (Mattson et al., 
2022), school absences and nonproblematic absences, 
respectively (Anderson, 2020) (Table 2).

Criteria and Frequency of School Absenteeism

Criteria for School Absenteeism

The included studies used different criteria to operationalise 
absenteeism. Two studies used the criterion of 10% absence 
from school days (O’Hagan et  al., 2022; Totsika et  al., 
2020). Adams (2021) also used this criterion but to discuss 
‘persistent’ absence. Munkhaugen et al., (2017, 2019) relied 
on the criteria described by Kearney and Silverman (1996), 
who differentiated between ‘self-corrective’ for < 2 weeks, 
‘acute’ absence for 2–52 weeks, and ‘chronic’ absence 
for > 53 weeks. However, they did not provide information 
about how often the behaviour occurred during the period. 
Ochi et al. (2020) used more than 30 days per year as a cri-
terion. Gray et al. (2023) utilised a broad definition of school 
exclusion “to ensure it captured the full range of experiences 
of autistic pupils who had persistent, problematic attendance 
and experience of leaving a mainstream setting due to unmet 
needs”. Martin-Denham (2022) refers to school exclusion 
as a legal term. Five studies did not explicitly determine 
a criterion for absence in terms of a number. Rather, they 
explained it with descriptions such as ‘prolonged’ (Preece 
& Howley, 2018). For the remaining five studies, it was not 
necessary to determine the criterion thematically or because 
of the study design.

Frequency of Absences

Despite the different study designs and terms, the results 
regarding the frequencies of absences are considered in the 
following.

Adams (2021) reported the highest rate of absenteeism: 
72.6% of autistic children had shown ‘persistent absence’, 
defined as a 10% absence within the 20-day survey period. 
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The average absenteeism rate in the study was 6.3 full days 
and 3.8 half days. In addition, 5.7% of the autistic students 
were absent for 4 weeks; all of them (partly among other 
reasons) did so due to school refusal.

Totsika et al. (2020) reported that 43% of autistic children 
showed persistent absence during a 23-day period. The aver-
age absence rate was 5 days. The median number of days 
missed was 2. Moreover, 64% of the autistic children missed 
at least 1 day, and 7% did not attend school on any of the 
23 days. Similarly, Munkhaugen et al. (2017) reported that 
42.6% of autistic students exhibited school refusal behaviour. 

Bitsika et al. (2020) reported that 56.1% of autistic boys who 
reported being bullied experienced emerging school refusal, 
but as seen in the definition stated above, this is not a clear 
indication of actual absence from school.

Kurita (1991) reported the lowest frequencies: 23.7% 
of autistic students experienced school refusal (as defined 
above). In addition, 28.1% were reported to have shown an 
unwillingness to go to school that did not result in absentee-
ism. According to the data provided by parents of autistic 
children, 35% indicated that their child had already refused 
to go to school (McClemont et al., 2021). Regarding school 

Table 2   Summary of included studies

1 Where multiple samples or subgroups are described, only the sample of autistic students is reported here
2 I = Individual Factor, P = Parental Factor, S = School Factor reported in the study
3 United Kingdom
4 United States
5 Dash (–) means this information was not reported

Study Country Study Type N1 Age (mean, range) % male Participants Type of School Absen-
teeism

Influ-
encing 
Factor2

Adams (2021) Australia quan 106 11.8 67 parents school refusal I,P
Anderson (2020) Sweden quan 1799 6–21 74.5 parents school absence, non-

problemati absence
S

Bitsika et al. (2020) Australia quan 67 7–18
(11.7)

100 students, mothers emerging school 
refusal

I,S

Bitsika et al. (2021) Australia quan 71 7–18 100 “ “ S
Bitsika et al. (2022) Australia quan 58 5–16

(11.6)
100 “ “ S

Gray et al. (2023) UK3 qual 11 13–17 81.8 individuals, parents, 
teachers, profes-
sionals

school exclusion, 
school avoidance

I,P,S

Kurita (1991) Japan quan 135 13.2 78.4 parents school refusal I,P,S
Lassen et al. (2022) Denmark quan 61 7–14 80.3 parents school absence I
Martin-Denham 

(2022)
UK quali 5 6–17 80 parents school exclusion I,P,S

Mattson et al. (2022) US4 quan 74 3–12 -5 archival school data unexcused/excused 
absence

I,P

McClemont et al. 
(2021)

US quan 154 4–16
(10.2)

65 parents school refusal I,S

Munkhaugen et al. 
(2017)

Norway quan 78 9–16 (12.3) 85.9 parents, teacher school refusal behavior I,P

Munkhaugen et al. 
(2019)

Norway quan 78 9–16
(12.3)

85.9 parents “ I

Ochi et al. (2020) Japan quan 94 6–18 71.3 clinical records school refusal I,S
O’Hagan (2022) UK qual 3 11–16 0 individuals, parents, 

school staff
school avoidance I,P,S

Preece and Howley 
(2018)

UK mixed 21 14–16 100 students, staff, family, 
professionals

school refusal I,S

Totsika et al. (2020) UK quan 486 10.7 69 parents school refusal, school 
withdrawal, truancy, 
school exclusion, 
nonproblematic 
absence

I,P,S

Truman et al. (2021) UK mixed 211 4–18 70.9 parents school exclusion I,S
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exclusion, Truman et al. (2021) reported that 50% of autistic 
children were informally excluded from school.

Anderson (2020) reported the frequency of absences 
between different school types. The rates of absences for 
reasons other than illness (unexcused absence) did not sig-
nificantly differ between primary (51.3%) and secondary 
(57.6%) schools. In primary schools for students with learn-
ing disabilities absences due to illness (excused absences) 
were the main cause (83.8%) among autistic students. The 
rate of absenteeism for reasons other than illness (unex-
cused absence) increased in secondary schools for students 
with learning disabilities (36.3%). In elementary schools, 
the median percentage of school day absences was 9.1% in 
the study by Mattson et al. (2022). On 39.1% of all missed 
school days analysed, students had excused absences, while 
60.9% of absences were unexcused. Lassen et al. (2022) 
reported more absences among autistic children than among 
the control group.

Data Collection Tool for School Absenteeism

As stated above, two studies used the SNACK conducted by 
Heyne et al. (2019). Adams (2021) modified the SNACK by 
also asking about half-day absences.

The majority of studies used nonvalidated scales. Six 
studies used self-constructed questionnaires (Anderson, 
2020; Bitsika et al., 2020, 2021, 2022; Kurita, 1991; McC-
lemont et al., 2021; Munkhaugen et al., 2017, 2019; Truman 
et al., 2021). Lassen et al. (2022) asked about frequency via 
a 5-point Likert scale with descriptive ratings (never, rarely, 
sometimes, often, very often).

Qualitative studies (Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 
2022; O’Hagan et al., 2022) as well as a mixed-method 
study (Preece & Howley, 2018) have used interviews for 
data collection.

Two studies used existing datasets. One of them used 
clinical data (Ochi et al., 2020), whereas the other used 
school datasets (Mattson et al., 2022).

Risk and Influencing Factors

According to the Kids and Teens at School Framework 
(KiTeS) by Melvin et al. (2019), the extracted risk and 
influencing factors for school absenteeism among autistic 
students were divided into individual, school and parental 
factors.

Individual Factors

Age, gender, diagnosis, intellectual level and psychiatric 
conditions were identified as factors at the individual level.

Age

Mattson et al. (2022) reported that age was weakly and 
negatively correlated with the median percentage of days 
absent. They demonstrated that younger participants 
exhibited more frequent absences on average than older 
students. Another study reported that the mean age at the 
onset of school refusal was 12.6 ± 2.2 years in autistic 
students, which was significantly younger than in those 
without autism (13.8 ± 2.1 years; Ochi et al., 2020). In 
contrast, Totsika et al. (2020) reported slightly increased 
rates of not attending school with increasing age. Among 
children who missed any school days, refusal was more 
likely among older children.

Gender

Anderson (2020) revealed a gender difference in the dis-
advantage of girls on the autism spectrum. They exhibited 
higher rates of absence (54.6%) for reasons other than ill-
ness than autistic boys (43.9%). Compared with boys, girls 
exhibited significantly more short absences for reasons other 
than illness. For continuous periods of absence longer than 
four weeks, there was no significant difference between boys 
and girls.

Diagnosis

In the study of O’Hagan et al. (2022), two mothers of autistic 
children with school avoidance indicated that feeling differ-
ent from others without an explanation of a diagnosis led to 
low confidence and self-esteem. Families and professionals, 
in the study of Preece and Howley (2018), identified a late 
diagnosis as contributing to non-attendance since the special 
needs of autistic students were therefore not recognised and 
addressed. The findings of Martin-Denham (2022) indicate 
“barriers to gaining prompt assessment and identification 
of special educational needs and disability (SEND)”. How-
ever, students who already have a diagnosis may struggle 
with feeling different (Martin-Denham, 2022) and having a 
“desire to fit in” (Gray et al., 2023).

Intellectual Level

While most of the related studies have focused on autis-
tic students without intellectual disabilities, Kurita (1991) 
found that autistic students who experienced school refusal 
tended to be more intelligent than those who did not. The 
intellectual level was significantly greater for autistic chil-
dren who refused school than for those who did not.
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Psychiatric Conditions

Truman et al. (2021) focused on a group of autistic children 
with extreme demand avoidance behaviour. These children 
showed more specific behavioural difficulties. They were 
able to mask their difficulties at school and then experi-
enced a meltdown after. Fifty percent of parents informally 
excluded their children from school so that they could be 
home-educated, reducing their anxiety and stress.

On the other hand, the parents in the study of Gray et al. 
(2023) reported that they did not notice the anxiety of their 
children because they could not communicate their feelings. 
Anxiety was also demonstrated by aggression, which in turn 
led to school exclusions and, in some cases, led to symptoms 
of depression, including self-harm and suicide attempts.

Adams (2021) reported a 3% increased risk for half-day 
absences when the child experienced anxiety.

Munkhaugen et al. (2019) showed that autistic students 
with school refusal behaviour were more socially impaired 
than those without such behaviour. Nonetheless, low social 
motivation had the strongest association with school refusal 
behaviour. Parents commented that negative thoughts about 
relationships with peers and teachers, as well as about school 
subjects, were frequent reasons for their children’s school 
refusal behaviour. Lassen et al. (2022) reported that school 
absence is accompanied by internalising symptoms such as 
anxiety. This association was even stronger than that with 
autistic or externalising symptoms and was not unique to 
the autism group.

School Factors

School factors had the greatest influence on school absentee-
ism. Five studies focused their research on bullying. Other 
factors related to the school setting are the school type, the 
school environment and negative experiences.

The significance of school factors can even be seen in the 
oldest study. Two-thirds of parents of autistic children who 
refused school indicated that school refusal behaviour was a 
precipitating factor. The majority were school-related, with 
“teasing by schoolmates” being the most common factor 
(Kurita, 1991).

Bullying

McClemont et  al. (2021) reported that autistic children 
with ADHD were more likely to refuse school due to bul-
lying (68%) than autistic children without ADHD (28%) or 
no diagnosis (18%). In this study, an autism diagnosis or 
another diagnosis did not impact the frequency of school 
refusal due to bullying compared to children with no diag-
nosis. In contrast, Ochi et al. (2020) reported that bullying 
was significantly associated with school refusal in autistic 

boys and girls. In the sample of Bitsika et al. (2020), which 
consisted only of autistic boys, “being bullied explained 
more of the variance in emerging school refusal than did 
age, ASD-related difficulties (judged by their mothers), and 
self-reported anxiety and depression”. Eighty-five percent 
of the surveyed boys reported that they had been bullied at 
school, and 56% of them asked their parents if they could 
stay at home as a result of the bullying. Bitsika et al. (2021) 
identified in another sample from a previous study (Bitsika 
& Sharpley, 2016) the most common bullying experiences: 
being called mean names or being sworn at (experienced 
by 75.9% of the sample); being joked about or laughed at 
(67.2%); being hit, pushed, or kicked (63.8%); having had 
something taken from them (55.1%); being “ganged up on” 
(56.9%); and having been reported to teachers when they had 
not done things that were reportable (51.3%). A participant 
of Gray et al. (2023) talked about being bullied because he 
“didn’t know what they were going on about”.

McClemont et al. (2021) described another aspect of bul-
lying: autistic youth with a behaviour support plan (BSP) 
were more likely to refuse school due to bullying than were 
those without. Anderson (2020) cited bullying as a factor 
that had a limited influence. The remaining factors outlined 
below exerted a more pronounced influence on absences.

School Type

Totsika et al. (2020) highlighted the significance of school 
type. The risk for persistent non-attendance increased by 
104% when the autistic child attended a mainstream school, 
by 100% for total days absent, and by 79% for total number 
of days missed. Additionally, school exclusions were slightly 
more frequent in mainstream schools. Anderson (2020) also 
revealed a significant difference between school type and 
absence from school. School absence due to illness was the 
main cause of absence in primary schools for students with 
learning disabilities (83.8%), but the rate of absenteeism for 
reasons other than illness increased when students attended 
secondary schools for students with learning disabilities 
(36.3%). The results indicate that the rate of school absentee-
ism among autistic students in primary school is relatively 
high and increases when pupils start secondary school. Gray 
et al. (2023) revealed that the amount of support in schools 
varied “depending on knowledge, willingness to accommo-
date needs and carrying out advice and implementing statu-
tory guidelines”.

In a study by Martin-Denham (2022), caregivers noted 
a lack of knowledge, skills, understanding, and funding in 
mainstream secondary schools. All participants noted that 
barriers to mainstream education occurred because the 
school staff was not adequately trained in supporting chil-
dren with SEND. Similar factors regarding the school staff 
were mentioned by participants in the study by Gray et al. 
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(2023): lack of understanding of autism, negative attitudes 
and problematic responses and interactions. Additional fac-
tors included a lack of flexibility regarding rules and home-
work on the one hand and unstructured times on the other 
hand. Not knowing the needs and not understanding the 
reactions of the autistic children led to school exclusions or 
exclusions from school events.

Anderson (2020) asserted that a lack of autism compe-
tence among school staff was the most common reason for 
children’s school absence.

School Environment

The second most common reason in the study by Anderson 
(2020) was the lack of adaptation of the school environ-
ment (24.3%), followed by a lack of support in learning 
(23.5%) and social situations (23.8%). Factors identified by 
Preece and Howley (2018) regarding the school environment 
include a lack of understanding and appropriate support, the 
size of the school, and the number of students because of 
sensory issues such as noise. Gray et al. (2023) also listed 
the sensory issues of participants. The number of people, 
large classrooms with bright light and unstructured times 
led to feelings of overwhelm or sensory overload. Contrary 
to reports recommending the use of safe spaces to support 
emotional regulation, Martin-Denham (2022) noted that 
schools were unable to implement them due to a lack of 
space. A different perspective regarding the learning envi-
ronment was found in the study by Gray et al. (2023). Many 
young people described meltdowns when doing homework 
because of their need for “straight separation between school 
and home”.

Negative Experiences

The factors described above led in the study by Gray et al. 
(2023) to a feeling of being treated unfairly, “which made 
me just feel stressed and I just refused to engage [in school]”. 
The results of a parent and teacher questionnaire survey of 
autistic students by Munkhaugen et al. (2017) suggested 
avoiding specific subjects, conflicts with peers or teach-
ers, and insufficient information concerning the subjects or 
activities in school as possible reasons for school refusal 
behaviour. In the study of Truman et al. (2021), parents 
described negative school experiences to be at least partly 
caused by a lack of understanding of autism. Some of these 
parents considered the reason for the misunderstanding in 
their child’s ability to mask their difficulties. The parents 
also indicated that ‘masking’ may be the reason why their 
children’s special needs were not adequately addressed. 
Others reported that home-education can reduce the anxi-
ety of their autistic children: “All the stress of having to deal 
with the situations gone. Can now concentrate on learning 

and living” (Truman et al., 2021). A mother in the study by 
Martin-Denham (2022) described that anxiety due to a focus 
on negative aspects in school led to a desire to die: “You can 
see the anxiety, and when your son says he wants to die that 
is hard to listen to. So, every day he would come home with 
this planner and […] there would be no positives, […]. So, 
he felt down all the time”.

Parental Factors

Parental factors that exert an influence are parental unem-
ployment and illness. In addition, demographic character-
istics are closely linked to parental factors, such as living 
in a two-parent household or having educational qualifica-
tions. In most studies, demographic characteristics had no 
influence on school absenteeism (Kurita, 1991; McClemont 
et al., 2021; Munkhaugen et al., 2017, 2019). However, Tot-
sika et al. (2020) reported an association between school 
exclusions and not living in a two-parent household: the risk 
increased by 37% to 75%.

Parental Unemployment

The risk of non-attendance increased by 52% to 78% if 
parents were unemployed. Fifty-two percent had persis-
tent absence, 57% had total days missed, and 78% had days 
absent (Totsika et al., 2020). Adams (2021) even reported 
an increase of 85% when parents reported not having paid 
employment. On the other hand, parents in two studies (Gray 
et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 2022) reported “having to give 
up” their jobs as a result of school absenteeism.

Illness of family members

In the study by Munkhaugen et al. (2017), illness of other 
family members was the only sociodemographic factor that 
showed a significant association with school refusal behav-
iour in autistic students. Similarly, Adams (2021) reported 
that the risk of school refusal increased by 20% as parental 
depression scores increased.

Supporting Factors

Mainly, four included studies (Gray et al., 2023; Martin-
Denham, 2022; O’Hagan et al., 2022; Preece & Howley, 
2018) identified several aspects to support re-engagement. 
The most mentioned aspects were the quality of interactions 
between teachers and autistic students, as well as between 
parents and teachers. The development of a flexible learning 
approach was identified as supporting, as well as incorpo-
rating the voice of the young person into their support plan 
and the opportunity to ask questions (Martin-Denham, 2022; 
O’Hagan et al., 2022). Autistic students valued a flexible and 
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structured approach in support, as well as the opportunity to 
control their own learning and feel respected and listened to 
(Gray et al., 2023). Additionally, regarding the overall school 
environment, smaller group sizes and structures in the class-
room and learning were mentioned, as well as being part of 
the school community and relationships with peers (Gray 
et al., 2023; O’Hagan et al., 2022; Preece & Howley, 2018). 
The consistent and effective collaboration and communica-
tion between parents and teachers were affirmed by both 
parents and teachers (Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 
2022). Parents also claim that an earlier diagnosis contrib-
utes to school engagement (Martin-Denham, 2022; O’Hagan 
et al., 2022).

Discussion

The risk and influencing factors of school absenteeism 
among students on the autism spectrum were systematically 
reviewed across 18 studies. Nine studies solely included par-
ents as participants, one study additionally included teach-
ers, and one other study additionally included autistic chil-
dren. Three studies based their data on the children, parents 
and professional staff. Two studies used existing records.

The most common term for school absenteeism was 
school refusal, while studies have used different criteria for 
determining absences. Based on the frequencies of school 
absenteeism shown among different study designs, it is 
clear that this is a serious phenomenon that occurs among 
autistic students internationally. Several identified factors 
also showed similarities and complementarities within the 
included studies.

The school level predominantly exhibited the most sig-
nificant factors influencing absenteeism. Bullying was the 
most frequently studied influence and the factor with the 
greatest impact.

Other factors at the school level that significantly 
influenced absenteeism included school type, school 
environment, and negative experiences. In five studies, 
bullying was found to be a risk factor for school absen-
teeism (McClemont et al., 2021; Ochi et al., 2020; Bit-
sika et al., 2020, 2021, 2022). All studies revealed sig-
nificant associations between bullying and absenteeism. 
Being bullied can also lead to anxiety and depression up 
to suicidal attempts or ideation (Martin-Denham, 2022). 
Autistic students with school refusal had higher scores 
for major depression, general anxiety, and separation 
anxiety, as well as significantly greater levels of somatic 
symptoms and sleeping difficulties (Bitsika et al., 2022). 
Conversely, individual factors, including externalizing 
symptoms and reduced social motivation, also increase the 
risk for bullying (Karande, 2018). However, other studies 
that examined bullying, among other factors, found that 

these factors had greater influences on absences (Ander-
son, 2020; Gray et al., 2023). The influence of school type 
was mostly related to a lack of knowledge of school staff 
in mainstream schools (Anderson, 2020; Gray et al., 2023; 
Martin-Denham, 2022). This factor was accompanied by a 
lack of adapting to the school environment due to a lack of 
resources or support (Anderson, 2020; Gray et al., 2023; 
Martin-Denham, 2022; Preece & Howley, 2018). A lack 
of support and understanding in schools increases the risk 
of anxiety and depression (Martin-Denham, 2022). The 
results may suggest that these conditions are contributing 
factors because individual needs are not addressed. There-
fore, it is necessary to explore in more detail what leads 
to bullying and which interactional processes take place. 
Similarly, more research focusing on interactive processes 
in schools is needed.

At the individual level, age, gender, diagnosis, intellectual 
level and psychiatric conditions were identified. Three stud-
ies reported on the influence of age (Mattson et al., 2022; 
Ochi et al., 2020; Totsika et al., 2020). Autistic students 
were younger at the onset of school absences, and the fre-
quency of absences increased with age. These results are 
consistent with the increasing social demands at school age 
(Kamp-Becker & Bölte, 2021). However, there is a need for 
further investigation of the influence of age. Mediating vari-
ables associated with age must also be considered. Anderson 
(2020) showed that girls had greater rates of short absences 
than boys. There was no other statement regarding gender 
since most participants were boys. Recent surveys continue 
to show that autism is four times more prevalent in boys than 
in girls (CDC, 2020). Nevertheless, there is clearly a lack of 
research regarding autism in female students. Three stud-
ies showed that feeling different from others contributed to 
school absences (Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 2022; 
O’Hagan et al., 2022). This shows the need for education 
on neurodiversity in schools (Honeybourne, 2018). Since 
Kurita (1991) reported that autistic students who experi-
enced school refusal tended to be more intelligent, studies 
have focused on autistic students without intellectual dis-
ability. Nevertheless, more current research on the school 
attendance of autistic children with intellectual disabilities 
would be desirable. Five studies acknowledged the contribu-
tion of psychiatric conditions to school absences (Adams, 
2021; Gray et al., 2023; Lassen et al., 2022; Munkhaugen 
et al., 2019; Truman et al., 2021). All five studies found 
anxiety to be a contributing factor. Lassen et al. (2022) even 
found a stronger association with internalising symptoms 
such as anxiety than with externalising or autistic symptoms. 
As anxiety is one of the most common psychiatric conditions 
in autistic individuals, it can influence school outcomes (for 
more information, see the review of Adams et al., 2019). The 
influence of other psychiatric disorders should be investi-
gated in more detail in further research.
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The parental factors that influence school absenteeism are 
parental unemployment and illness.

Two studies (Adams, 2021; Totsika et al., 2020) revealed 
an increased risk when parents were unemployed.

On the other hand, parents reported having to quit their 
jobs due to the school absenteeism of their children (Gray 
et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 2022). Due to the effects 
on the socioeconomic status of a family, a further link 
between these two aspects should be explored in further 
research.

The effect of the illness of a family member was also 
reported by two studies. Munkhaugen et al. (2017) found 
this to be the only sociodemographic factor with a sig-
nificant association. However, Adams (2021) reported an 
increased risk when parents had high depression scores. 
Mental health issues in parents due to stress and guilt were 
also shown to result from school absenteeism in two studies 
(Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham, 2022). Parents men-
tioned that they also need support in regard to school absen-
teeism in their autistic children (Martin-Denham, 2022). 
Families benefit from organisations that support the family 
as well as the school (Martin-Denham, 2022). In particular, 
children with special needs are dependent on the support 
of their parents or other caregivers (Romero & Lee, 2007), 
emphasising the need to support them in dealing with their 
children and school. Research that involves further system 
levels is needed. Support for parents can also be provided 
through interaction between parents and schools. Successful 
collaboration between parents and schools has a positive 
impact on the school experience of autistic students (Lilley, 
2019) (Fig. 4).

Missing school is claimed to be going hand in hand with 
missing important developmental steps for life in society 
(Pellegrini, 2007). However, as seen in the results, for 

children on the autism spectrum, there are also risks for 
development and mental health in schools, which need to 
be fixed to enable the development of autistic children in 
schools. Parents affirmed home-education as a possibility 
for their autistic children to “concentrate on learning and 
living” (Truman et al., 2021). The advantages and disad-
vantages of home-education could be further investigated, 
as school is an important area in the lives of children and 
adolescents. The results show that the interaction between 
parental and individual factors is necessary but has not 
been adequately investigated. None of the included stud-
ies investigated parental withholding. Nevertheless, this 
sensitive and complex phenomenon should be examined 
in future research.

The results show that the school situation of autistic chil-
dren should be investigated further. There is a lack of longi-
tudinal studies regarding the education and school situation 
of autistic students, as well as a lack of validated scales for 
data collection. Nevertheless, the actuality of the included 
studies indicates that there is a growing research base on 
this topic.

Limitations

The results of this systematic review must be classified 
within its limitations. Given the overall scarcity of research 
in this area, a research question was developed that yielded 
the broadest possible results while allowing us to draw con-
sistent conclusions. Therefore, studies with different terms 
of school absenteeism and different study designs were 
included. In addition, school absenteeism must be viewed 
in the context of school and health care systems in each 
country. This diversity makes comparability difficult and 
was carried out by the researchers on the basis of a narra-
tive synthesis. The synthesis might reflect the researcher’s 
interpretation of the data. Given the heterogeneity, it is 
possible that other studies included risk and influencing 
factors that were not identified. The specific influences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic were not considered. Due to 
limited resources, this review was conducted by only two 
researchers, which may have introduced limitations in the 
search strategy. Finally, only studies published in English 
or German were considered.

Conclusion

This systematic review provides a comprehensive summary 
of mainly recently published studies on the factors influenc-
ing school absenteeism among autistic students. Eighteen 
studies were included, each with a different research focus 
and study design. Taken together, the results provide a pic-
ture of the different influences at the individual, school and Fig. 4   Interactions between factors
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parental levels. Future research should incorporate other 
system levels as well as self-reports of autistic students and 
validated scales to draw conclusions for the inclusion of neu-
rodivergent students.
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