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1 Introduction 
 

“At the time I thought that was it, I will never become anything” 

A pupil describing her feelings about having school attendance problems in 

comprehensive school. (Grönholm, 2020). 

 
“Collaborative school engagement program focuses on school attendance 

problems – 6.8 million euros to decrease pupils’ absences”. (Valtioneuvosto, 

2021). 

 
Most pupils enjoy going to school. They attend school without problems, enjoy 

learning new things and studying with peers. However, there are thousands of 

pupils in Finland who skip classes, do not attend school regularly, or refuse to go 

to school. According to the survey done by the National Agency for Education 

(Määttä et al., 2020), the number of these pupils is at least 4000 in Finnish lower 

secondary schools. This is approximately 2-3% of all the pupils in grades 7-9 

(Määttä et al., 2020). School attendance problems have negative consequences 

on adolescents. It is a risk factor for the pupil and can lead to more serious forms 

of unwanted behavior (Dahl, 2016; Pflug & Scheider, 2015). My thesis focuses 

on the phenomenon of school attendance problems (SAPs). 

 
There is a lot of research done related to SAPs outside Finland. Several aspects 

and viewpoints have been studied in the past decade. There are multiple studies 

related to the risk factors (e.g. Gubbels et al., 2019; Havik et al., 2015b), 

diagnosis of pupils having SAPs (e.g. Ek & Eriksson, 2013), teachers’ viewpoints 

(e.g. Finning et al., 2017), parental viewpoints (e.g. Gregory & Purcell, 2014; 

Havik et al., 2013) and also pupils’ viewpoints (e.g. Dahl, 2016; Havik, Bru & 

Ertesvåg 2015; Keppens & Spruyt, 2017; Pflug & Schneider, 2015).  Several 

studies emphasize the importance of the school environment in school 

attendance problems (e.g. Fortin et al., 2006; Havik et al., 2014; Pellegrini, 2007; 

Teasley, 2004) and in addition, the importance of (early) interventions (e.g. 

Heyne, 2019; Kearney & Graczyk, 2013; Nuttall & Woods, 2013). Finning et al. 

(2018) describe how school is rarely seen as the cause for SAPs and the role of 

pupil and family factors are emphasized by the school practitioners. However, 
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when parents and pupils describe the causes for SAPs, they often include school-

related factors (Ingul et al. 2019). This emphasizes the importance of including 

several viewpoints when doing research related to SAPs. 

 
Several studies concentrate on the role of school factors (e.g. Havik et al., 2014; 

Havik et al., 2015a; Kearney, 2008; Wilkins, 2008). School-related factors can 

consist of poor academic and social support, boredom, bullying, and student-

teacher relationship. Additionally, school climate can be considered as one 

aspect of school factors that can influence SAPs. Ingul et al. (2019) define school 

factors as follows: 1. problematic student-teacher relationship and 

unpredictability at school, 2. bullying, social isolation, and loneliness, 3. 

educational difficulties and 4. limited cooperation between school and home. 

These should be considered when a pupil has absences. (Bacon & Kearney, 

2020; Finning et al., 2018; Havik et al., 2015a.) However, there is a lack of 

information related to the role of school factors in the Finnish context. 

 
The National Agency for Education (Määttä et al., 2020) studied SAPs by asking 

teachers’ and principals’ viewpoints related to the phenomenon. They described 

the causes for SAPs mostly by the pupil and family factors.  The school-based 

factors (co-operation and student-teacher relationship) were not seen as the 

reasons why pupils are not attending school. The survey by Määttä et al. (2020) 

is the basis for developing the new model for schools and municipalities to 

support these pupils. At the moment, the survey is the main source of information 

on the phenomenon in the Finnish context but it has its limitations. For instance, 

it does not include pupils’ viewpoints. 

 
However, the School Health Promotion Study includes information on 8th and 9th-

grade pupils' self-reported absences and additionally, some Master’s theses have 

focused on SAPs in the Finnish context. The School Health Promotion Study is 

done every two years. In 2019, 9.8% of pupils reported being absent without 

permission during the last 30 days and 3.9% being absent without permission at 

least once a week. (Finnish institute for health and welfare, 2021). This survey is 

often used as a source for different studies. For instance, Autio et al. (2018) have 

studied the relationship between family factors and truancy of 8th and 9th graders 

in Finland. When including Master’s theses that have focused on SAPs during 
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the last decade, there are several but only a few focusing on students’ viewpoints. 

Heikkilä (2019) studied compulsory school pupils’ perspectives on school factors. 

She studied the experiences of five pupils and described how the interaction 

between the pupils and teachers had an important role. Additionally, school 

bullying was one of the main reasons why pupils did not attend school and they 

felt that schools did not offer them enough support. Sorvila (2020) studied the 

influence of school well-being on school absenteeism. She focused on the school 

well-being of pupils participating in e-learning and described how school 

wellbeing does not explain the reasons why pupils have absences. Autio (2017) 

focused on her thesis on the connection between family factors and self-reported 

absences in the 8th and 9th-grade pupils. Autio’s (2017) focus was on family 

factors and she described how family factors: discussion habits about personal 

matters, hope help with school, and interaction with parents, for instance, were 

linked to pupils’ absences. However, most of the theses did not focus on school-

related factors and there is still a need to get more information about the pupils’ 

perspectives. 

 
My interest in this topic is based on the media attention SAPs have received 

during the years 2020 and 2021. In addition, I have read several articles and 

watched TV programmes where teachers, education specialists, and pupils 

describe why some pupils are not attending school or what is behind their lack of 

motivation. I started wondering why the voice of pupils is only visible in these 

articles and programmes and why these experiences are not part of the studies 

trying to give answers to the difficult questions related to SAPs. On the other 

hand, I have worked with NEET (not in employment, education, or training) youth 

for several years and I know that many of these youth have had difficulties in their 

studies and some have dropped out of school. With these aspects in mind, I 

decided to focus on the experiences of former lower secondary school pupils. 

 
The current study emphasizes the importance of pupils’ voices and presents their 

experiences of SAPs. To get a better understanding of the phenomenon, it is 

necessary to widen the perspective and give voice to the pupils who have 

experienced SAPs personally. My focus is especially on the school factors and 

how those have influenced their SAPs. Additionally, I will focus on the support 
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that the pupils had and what kind of support they would have wished to get from 

the school personnel. To emphasize the experiences of pupils, the theoretical 

framework is based on phenomenology and the interpretative phenomenological 

analysis was chosen as the method for data analysis.  

 
SAPs are often explained by pupils’ mental health issues, motivation, difficult 

family situations, or other aspects outside school (Heyne et al., 2020). These all 

have an influence, but these are something that schools and teachers cannot 

influence or their influence is very limited. When turning the focus on school-

related factors, this situation changes. Suddenly we, (future) teachers and 

educators, can start focusing on something we can influence on. This is the main 

reason for doing this study: to turn the focus on something we can change.  
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2 School attendance problems 
 

School attendance is important for children and adolescents. It is associated with 

several short and long-term positive outcomes: improved mental and physical 

health, academic achievement, adaptive economic and health-based choices in 

adulthood, and higher lifetime earning potential. (Bacon & Kearney, 2020; 

Kearney & Graczyk, 2013). When pupils attend school, they can access several 

important learning opportunities. School absenteeism is conversely a limiting 

factor and has negative influences on pupils. It is associated with lower academic 

achievement, mental health problems, risky behavior, social isolation, school 

dropout, and enhanced risk of negative life outcomes in adulthood. (Bacon & 

Kearney, 2020; Baker & Bishop, 2015; Heyne et al., 2019; Kearney et al., 2019; 

Melvin et al., 2019). 

 

2.1 Defining school attendance problems 

 

Several terms and definitions are used to describe school attendance problems. 

SAPs are considered as an umbrella term to define different reasons to avoid 

school. Those can be divided into four categories: (a) school refusal; (b) truancy; 

(c) school withdrawal; and (d) school exclusion (Heyne et al., 2020; Määttä et al., 

2020). School refusal is related to experiencing strong negative emotions while 

being at school. A pupil is anxious about the school which makes him/her avoid 

school and escape from school-based situations. (Baker & Bishop, 2015; Havik 

et al., 2014). Truancy is related to anti-school sentiments and antisocial 

characteristics when pupils find school boring and have other activities outside 

the school during school days. In truancy, parents are usually not aware of the 

absences, but in school refusal parents are usually fully aware that the youth is 

absent from school. (Havik et al., 2015a). School withdrawal can be defined as 

parent-initiated school absenteeism. Parents or guardians can keep the pupil 

home to protect him/her or because of the mental health issues of the parent, for 

instance. School exclusion is school-related absenteeism. The pupil might be 

suspended from school because of behavior problems or dangerous behavior. 

(Kearney et al., 2019) 
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Despite the different categorizations, it is important to notice that the reasons why 

a pupil is not attending school, can overlap and a pupil can have, for instance, 

both truancy and school refusal (Knollmann et al., 2019). Nevertheless, 

sometimes even pupils who do not have several absences are included in SAPs. 

Knollmann et al. (2019) describe how they included pupils in their SAPs study, 

even though they did not have absences but instead they experienced severe 

emotional or motivational difficulties that are because of the need to go or to stay 

at school.  

 
Defining school attendance problems is not simple. The term has a short history 

and because it consists of several different aspects (as mentioned earlier in this 

chapter), in research several definitions are used. For instance, Dahl (2014) 

studied former truants’ experiences and describes truancy in a way that school 

refusal could also be used: “if a student was absent without an excuse by the 

parent/guardian or if the student left school or class without permission of a 

teacher—the student was considered truant”. (Dahl, 2014, p. 123).  

 
In addition to the term school attendance problems or the four categories 

mentioned earlier, other definitions also describe the phenomenon: school refusal 

behavior, school absenteeism, school phobia, extended non-attendance, and 

extended school-attendance, for instance. Gregory and Purcell (2014) use 

extended school-attendance to describe child-motivated refusal to attend school 

or difficulties remaining in school for an entire day. It increases in adolescence 

and becomes more common. (Gregory & Purcell, 2014). In this definition and in 

school refusal there are several similarities. However, Pellegrini (2007, in Wilkins, 

2008) describes how the extended school non-attendance defines the 

phenomenon neutrally and highlights the role of the school environment. School 

refusal has a more negative description, as it highlights the refusal and leads to 

one being a refuser. Baker and Bishop (2015) use the term extended non-

attendance to describe school phobia or school refusal. They add how extended 

non-attendance refers to pupils who fear school and avoid attending.  

 

Because of the variety of terms and definitions being used, it is difficult to estimate 

the number of pupils who are having SAPs (Havik et al., 2014). Pflug and 
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Scheider (2016) describe how it is difficult to define the term school absenteeism 

or compare research results because the definitions and the durations of 

absences differ in different countries. The challenges are also described in the 

article by Kearney et al. (2019). They define how SAPs have no consensus 

definition and various terms are used to describe the phenomenon. They define 

SAPs as a collection of different kinds of absences or general difficulties attending 

or getting school and how those involve several individual and contextual factors. 

(Kearney et al., 2019). 

 
In Finnish, the term school attendance problems are often translated to 

kouluakäymättömyys. The term is new and was used in the survey by Määttä et 

al. (2020). SAPs can be divided into four categories: school refusal (in Finnish 

koulukieltäytyminen), truancy (pinnaaminen), school withdrawal (koulusta 

vetäytyminen) and school exclusion (kouluympäristöstä poissulkeminen). Thus, 

the term SAPs is quite new in the Finnish context, some of the categories have 

been used for a longer time. Especially truancy has often been considered as the 

most relevant aspect of defining why pupils have a lot of absences.  

 

2.2 Factors explaining the reasons for SAPs 

 

Absence for any reason is a risk factor for youth. (Melvin et al., 2019). The 

explanations for SAPs are defined by different factors. These usually include the 

individual, family, school, and sometimes also community factors. Reid (2000, in 

Ek et al. 2013) includes friendship-related factors instead of focusing on 

community factors. However, school attendance problems are a very complex 

phenomenon and, for instance, Kearney (2008) defines it by giving 60 factors 

explaining the reasons for being absent. Sometimes it is not possible to give one 

reason why a pupil is not attending school and on the other hand, truancy can be 

both a cause and an effect (Dahl, 2016).  

 
To understand the phenomenon, Heyne et al. (2020) emphasize the importance 

of an interdisciplinary approach. This requires studying the experiences of youth, 

parents, and education professionals. They add that it is essential to obtain the 

perspectives of all these three to get a better understanding of the phenomenon. 
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(Heyne et al., 2020). Previous research has also shown that there is a tendency 

from the parents to see the main causes for their child’s SAPs in the school 

factors: bullying, problems with teachers or with peers, while on the other hand 

teachers see the main reasons in parental attitudes and home environments. 

(Havik et al. 2014). This is one reason why it is important to include pupils in 

research related to SAPs. However, Havik et al. (2014) describe how it might be 

difficult to get youth to participate if their experiences of school are negative. 

There is a need to add their viewpoints, but the target group can be difficult to 

reach or they are not willing to participate.  

 
Early intervention and prevention are important when thinking about how to 

prevent SAPs. Ingul et al. (2018) emphasize the importance of not waiting that a 

pupil has a large number of absences and the problems get bigger. They add that 

“every day of absence affects academic achievement” (Ingul et al., 2018, p. 46). 

They present signs and risk factors related to school refusal that can help 

teachers and parents to notice early signs that can lead to school refusal. Reid 

(2005, in Havik et al. 2015) describes how SAPs can create a cycle that is difficult 

to break. Early intervention is important and therefore, several studies (e.g. 

Heyne, 2019; Kearney & Graczyk, 2013; Nuttall & Woods, 2013) have focused 

on the early signs that can lead to difficult attendance problems in schools.  

 

2.2.1 School factors 
 

School and environmental factors have an important role in SAPs. To gain more 

understanding of the phenomenon, it is essential to recognize a wider 

perspective. However, Greogory and Purcell (2014) describe how the 

explanations for SAPs are often described as a problem “within child” and the 

other perspectives are getting less attention. Several studies concentrate on the 

role of school factors (e.g. Havik et al. 2014; Havik et al. 2015a; Kearney 2008; 

Wilkins 2008;). Havik et al. (2015a) describe how school factors can consist of 

poor academic and social support, boredom, or bullying in school. Finning et al. 

(2018) add how negative student-teacher relationships can also influence. 

Keppens and Spruyt (2017) describe how the relationship with the teacher can 

be the most fundamental and powerful relationship for many pupils and by 
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improving the relationship it is possible to prevent truancy. Ingul et al. (2019) 

highlight the importance of considering school-based factors when a pupil has 

absences. School personnel often explain absences by parental or home 

environmental factors, but the school-based factors should always be included 

when youth have absences. Ingul et al. (2019) describe these as, (a) problematic 

student-teacher relationship and unpredictability at school, (b) bullying, social 

Isolation, and loneliness, (c) educational difficulties, and (d) limited cooperation 

between school and home.  

 
Positive and supportive relationships are important for youth. These include also 

the relationships formed in school. Teachers are usually aware of the importance 

of the student-teacher relationship, but it is more challenging to build a good 

relationship if pupils have socioemotional and behavioral difficulties. Lang et al. 

(2013) noted that school-based problems are a common cause for child mental 

health services. They add how boys are more vulnerable to the negative effects 

of a poor student-teacher relationship. Pupils who feel they are being victimized 

by teachers are more likely to misbehave. In addition, poor student-teacher 

relationship increases pupils’ odds of any psychiatric disorders among 

secondary-school youth.  

 
Thus, it is important to notice that secondary-school pupils have several teachers 

and it might increase difficulties between the teachers and pupils because they 

have less time to build a good relationship. Lang et al. (2013) add that a difficult 

teacher-pupil relationship may have other negative impacts as well, related to a 

family function and exclusion from school. They argue that schools should 

implement interventions that promote a positive school environment instead of 

focusing on punishments and reacting harshly to pupils. By using these 

interventions, teachers’ classroom management skills could be developed and 

teachers’ stress and burnout could be reduced. According to Lang et al. (2013), 

these implementations improve teacher-pupil relationships and influence all 

pupils in a positive way.  

 

The importance of the pupil-teacher relationship was also discussed in the 

dissertation by Äärelä (2012). She studied the experiences of Finnish young 
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prisoners and the role of comprehensive school in their lives. The influence of 

teachers was one of the most significant categories. She described how the 

confrontation between the teachers and students was strong and teachers were 

mostly seen as something negative and focusing on the rules. However, Äärelä 

(2012) emphasized how the young thought the relationship between the teacher 

and the student was important and it was important for them to feel that they got 

along with the teachers. Additionally, the pupil-teacher relationship can influence 

on pupil’s sense of belonging (Havik et al., 2014).  

 
Bacon and Kearney (2020) describe how school climate is considered as one of 

the key variables in scientific frameworks for school attendance problems and 

argue that it has a crucial role related to the prevention of SAPs. They describe it 

as “quality and character of school life” (p. 1) including safety, school facilities, 

social relationships, and teaching and learning practices. School climate is 

multidimensional and it has a connection to school attendance problems. Bacon 

and Kearney (2020) also emphasize how a positive school climate is often linked 

to less absenteeism. Feeling safe and having an environment that does not 

include bullying, enhances willingness to attend and remain in school. 

Additionally, Baker and Bishop (2015) describe how some school-related factors 

are considered risk factors for extended non-attendance. These include bullying, 

nervousness about strict teachers, and fear of areas that are not monitored in 

school, like toilets and changing rooms.  

 
The school environment has an important role in SAPs (e.g. Havik et al., 2014). 

The pupils who find school demanding and are scared of academic failure or 

testing can have SAPs. Academic and social challenges might occur especially 

with emotionally sensitive pupils. Additionally, difficulties in making friends, being 

isolated, having conflicts with peers and bullying are school factors that can lead 

to SAPs. Predictability and the feeling of being appreciated are important from 

the parental perspective according to the study by Havik et al. (2014). 

 
Havik et al. (2015a) argue that school factors are more closely associated with 

school refusal reasons than truancy reasons. School factors have a significant 

role in school refusal despite individual and parental risk factors. They add how 

poor relationships with peers may be an important risk factor for school refusal. 
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Teachers’ classroom management can influence school refusal and truancy and 

in secondary school students and it was directly linked to school refusal and 

truancy. Havik et al. (2015a) describe how teachers’ classroom management was 

indirectly associated with school refusal and directly with secondary school 

students.  Bullying was considered as a risk factor to school refusal, but not for 

truancy. Feeling left by peers was associated with school refusal among 

secondary school students.  

 
Wilkins (2008) also highlights the importance of school factors when pupils have 

returned to school. Her study focused on the school factors and matters that 

motivated pupils to continue their studies. She explains how students thought that 

the most important aspect related to teachers, was that students could talk with 

teachers outside of the academic context and that teachers treated them as 

individuals. The study of Finning et al. (2018) shows that teachers rarely see the 

school as the cause of SAPs but instead they highlight the family factors when 

explaining reasons for SAP. However, teachers emphasized the importance of 

co-operation between pupils, his/her family, teacher, and support staff.  

 
Finning et al. (2018) highlight how school personnel should be encouraged to 

recognize the role of school factors in SAPs because these factors may be 

something they could influence. Havik et al. (2014) studied the role of school 

factors in SAPs from the parents’ perspectives in Norway. The parents described 

factors in school that affected their child’s SAPs. These included noisy and 

disorganized classrooms, frightening teacher behavior, and social demands 

related to fellow students, for instance. Teacher support played an important role. 

According to Havik et al. (2014), the lack of emotional support from the teacher 

was seen as a problem and when teachers were supportive, the parents had 

noticed a big difference in their child’s behavior.  

 

2.3 Supporting pupils with SAPs 

 

In Finland, there are no national guidelines for the number of absences that a 

pupil should have to be recognized as a pupil with SAPs. This means that the 

support offered to pupils varies a lot between schools and municipalities. Kearney 
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et al. (2020) describe how multifaceted frameworks are needed to support pupils 

having SAPs. A multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is one of these 

frameworks. It emphasizes the importance of prevention, support, evidence-

based assessment and promotes school attendance. Kearney et al. (2020) add 

how the versatility of the model is important because the SAPs are a complex 

phenomenon. 

 
According to the study by Määttä et al. (2020), most of the schools contacted the 

pupil’s family as a first reaction to the SAPs. Several teachers and principals also 

contacted the school social worker or organized a meeting with the family. The 

child welfare notification was also mentioned as a common way to intervene in 

the situation. The study by Määttä et al. (2020) describes several ways how 

schools organized teaching for the pupils having SAPs. Most of the schools 

offered a possibility to study with a special education teacher.  Differentiation and 

shortening the school day or school week were also ways to support the pupils. 

Some schools sent assignments to homes or used Wilma (a study administration 

program for students, teachers and guardians) as a channel to communicate with 

the pupil and what (s)he should do as homework.  

 

2.4 Pupils’ perspectives of SAPs 

 

Baker and Bishop (2015) emphasize how there is a need to examine individual 

experiences because the phenomenon is diverse and the explanations of 

extended non-attendance are individual. However, the voice of the pupil is barely 

represented in research. Some studies focus on the SAPs from pupils’ 

perspectives. For instance, Baker and Bishop (2015) focused on the experiences 

of pupils who refused to go to school and they give suggestions for schools that 

could be implemented to support students. They interviewed four 11-16-year-old 

pupils in the South of England. They emphasize the importance to improve 

schools’ understanding of school attendance problems and that all school staff 

should have some kind of understanding of the problems. It is important to ensure 

that the pupils’ voices are being heard and understood. The research was done 

in England, so the experiences of the pupils are based on the education system 
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there. When comparing the results to Finland, it is important to understand the 

possible limitations related to the different education systems. 

 
Wilkins’ (2008) study showed clearly that pupils who had SAPs described how 

the school factors had an important role in their non-attending. She interviewed 

four high school students in the UK. Positive characteristics influenced their 

motivation to attend. Wilkins (2008) describes how there is not much research 

done about the motivating factors that motivate pupils to attend school. The 

students in her study could change their school and start their studies in an 

alternative school where class sizes were smaller. For the students, this was the 

most important aspect of why they wanted to return to school after the absences. 

 
Malcolm et al. (2003) studied school attendance in England and the study 

included the experiences of secondary-level pupil truants. They described 

school-related factors more than home-related factors. School factors were the 

most common reason to describe the reasons for not attending school. The most 

common explanations were related to problems with lessons and with teachers, 

being bullied, peer pressure, and social isolation. Gregory and Purcell (2014) 

describe in their article how it is important to give voice to pupils (and parents), 

but it may be difficult to find participants to studies focusing on SAPs. The topic 

is sensitive and for this, parents and youth are reluctant to talk about it. (Greogory 

& Purcell, 2014). Their study focused on the experiences of parents and pupils 

having SAPs in the UK. Five families participated but in three interviews, the child 

did not want to participate and only the parent was interviewed. Gregory and 

Purcell (2014) highlight how the results need to be viewed as examples of the 

experiences of parents and pupils having SAPs and the results cannot present 

the whole group. 

 
Dahl (2016) describes similar challenges in her article. She focused on the 

experiences of 34 former truants (ages 18-25) from Colorado and how they spent 

their time when being truant. Dahl (2016) describes how there are not many 

studies focusing on the perspectives of truants and she explains that it can be 

partly because the target group is difficult to reach and recruit. One possibility to 

reach them would be to interview former truants who have returned to school or 

continued their studies. Her study focused on how the pupils spent their time 
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while being absent. The sample size in this research is quite large but Dahl 

describes how the limitation of the study included the aspect that the memory 

recall can affect the reliability since the participants had had several years since 

they finished high school. Additionally, the participants were from the USA, so 

again, it can be difficult to compare the experiences related to the Finnish context. 

 
The language being used has an important role for pupils having SAPs. Baker 

and Bishop (2015) describe how their study shows that the pupils (aged 11-16) 

felt being ignored by adults in school. The pupils also found language important 

and they remembered being told “naughty”, “lazy” and “refuser”. Baker and 

Bishop (2015) emphasize how this kind of terminology can be damaging and 

inaccurate. Keppens and Spruyut (2017) studied the narratives of 20 adolescents 

in Belgium and how their truancy began. Additionally, they studied how the 

adolescents experienced the role of different relationships in their truancy. They 

emphasize the importance of relationships with the teachers and school staff and 

how implementations aimed to improve these relationships could help prevent 

truancy. Attwood and Croll (2006) studied the experiences of former truants and 

found out that almost all the participants had poor relationships with their 

teachers. They lacked support and felt that they were being ignored. On the other 

hand, they felt that their friends had a positive influence on them at school. 

 
The pupil perspective is often missing in research. The explanations for SAPs are 

individual and because of this it is important to study the phenomenon from 

several viewpoints. For instance, Baker and Bishop (2015), Wilkins (2008), 

Malcolm et al. (2003), Gregory and Purcell (2004), Dahl (2016), Keppens and 

Spruyut (2017) have focused on the pupils’ perspectives and found that pupils 

having SAPs, would want teachers to understand SAPs better and in addition, 

school staff should recognize the role of school factors in SAPs. This emphasizes 

the importance to focus on school-related factors and was chosen as the main 

focus of this current study.  
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3 Research questions 
 

The research task of this study is to describe, analyze and interpret how the pupils 

who have had SAPs describe the role of school factors in their SAPs. Additionally, 

this study describes what kind of support was offered to the pupils and what kind 

of support the pupils would have wished to get from the school personnel. In the 

Finnish context, the previous research has focused on describing the 

phenomenon from teachers’ perspectives and there is a need to widen the 

perspective. In an international context, there have been some studies that have 

focused on the experiences of pupils, but a need to continue focusing on the 

pupils’ perspectives, still exists.  

 
The research questions are: 

 

1. How did school-related factors influence the pupils’ SAPs? (RQ1) 
 

2. What kind of support was offered to the pupils when they were having 
SAPs? (RQ2) 

 

3. What kind of support the pupils would have wished to get from the 
school personnel when having SAPs? (RQ3)  

 
In the next part, I will describe the research work, phenomenological method, 

data collection process, and interpretative phenomenological analysis and in 

addition, present the five participants that participated in this study. 
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4 Research work 
 

This qualitative study focuses on giving the emphasis on the pupils’ voices and 

the purpose is to focus on the SAPs by describing the pupils’ experiences and 

gaining a sense of how they had experienced the school-related factors and 

support when having SAPs. My research is based on the phenomenological 

framework.  

 

4.1 Phenomenological method 

 

Phenomenology is a philosophical movement and focuses on lived experiences. 

In phenomenology, the researcher is interested in describing the participant’s 

experience instead of describing the phenomenon from a theoretical standpoint. 

According to Dall’alba (2009) phenomenology has extended from philosophy to 

sociology, education, politics, and feminist studies, for instance. Bevan (2014) 

describes how in phenomenology the most common method of data collection is 

semi-structured interviews and the sample size is usually small. He explains how 

natural attitude and lifeworld are the key phenomenological concepts. The natural 

attitude was presented by Husserl (1970, in Bevan 2014) and he explained it “as 

to how each of us is involved in the lifeworld” (p. 136). The lifeworld is the 

consciousness of the world and it includes objects or experiences within it. Bevan 

(2014) highlights how in phenomenological research, the researcher is interested 

in describing a person’s experience in the way (s)he experiences it and not from 

the theoretical viewpoint.  

 
Edmund Husserl was a German philosopher and considered the founder of 

phenomenological philosophy. He presented how the lived experience can be 

unrevealed through an interaction between the researcher and the participant 

and it must include active listening and interaction between them. (Wojnar & 

Swanson, 2007).  The phenomenological method is used already from the start, 

and not only in the data analysis process. The purpose of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) is to get information on how the participants 

make sense of their lived experiences and the meaning of their experiences to 

participants. Smith (2011) argues that it can be used to study any type of 

experience but it is most commonly used to study experiences that are important 
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to the participants. He explains how IPA “believes in a chain of connection 

between embodied experience, talk about the experience and a participant’s 

making sense of it, and emotional reaction to that experience”. (Smith, 2011, p. 

10). Chenail (2009) explains how the most difficult part in conducting a 

phenomenological inquiry, is to conduct and analyze the interviews. He 

emphasizes the importance of recognizing concerns and concentrating to listen 

to the participants. Spoken and written language are essential in collecting data, 

interpreting the data, and transmitting the results.  

 
The phenomenological method focuses on lived experiences. A researcher is 

interested in describing the interviewee’s experience rather than focusing on the 

phenomenon from the theoretical viewpoint. The purpose of this study is to 

describe the experiences of five former lower secondary school pupils and 

phenomenology was chosen as the theoretical framework. However, the 

phenomenological method requires that the participants are willing to describe 

their experiences and can express themselves in the interviews. If they have a 

lot of anxiety during the interview or difficulties in expressing themselves, it can 

be difficult for the researcher to describe their experiences. The five youth were 

willing to participate and the starting point for the interviews was that they were 

able to express themselves. 

 

4.2 Participants 

 

My research focuses on the experiences of five former Finnish lower secondary 

school pupils. The youth were living in a middle-sized city in Southern Finland 

and were studying in preparatory education for vocational education (n=4) or in 

upper secondary school (n=1) while the time when the interviews were 

conducted. They all had studied in the same city but in four different schools. Two 

participants had studied in the same comprehensive school. One participant was 

found by contacting an acquaintance whose family member had had SAPs during 

his lower secondary school and the four participants were found by contacting a 

teacher of preparatory education for a vocational school class. No research 

permit was required because the focus was on the SAPs the youth had in basic 

education and not in the schools they were studying at the time. To participate in 
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the study, the youth were asked if they had a lot of absences and if they were 

willing to be interviewed. The purpose was to find youth who had completed their 

basic education. 

 
In the study of Määttä et al. (2020) their definition for a pupil having SAPs differs 

from the definition that I used to find participants. Määttä et al. (2020) describe a 

pupil having SAPs as a pupil, whose absences from school make it difficult for 

him/her to study. In my study, I asked the youth themselves if they had a lot of 

absences. I did not give any limitations on how many absences they should have 

had or if they had difficulties in their studies because of the large number of 

absences. However, when the participants were asked in the interviews if they 

had difficulties in their studies because of being absent, they all answered yes. I 

will describe more about the role of the pupils’ academic achievement in section 

5.1.5. Even though I did not use the same definition when finding participants as 

Määttä et al. (2020), the definition for a pupil having SAPs in this thesis and in 

the study by Määttä et al. (2020) have several similarities. In both of the studies, 

the pupils have a large number of absences and educational difficulties because 

of the absences. 

 
The participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identities. The name, 

age, gender, and the year when basic education was completed are presented in 

the next table. In the next paragraphs, I will also briefly introduce the participants 

and how they described their time in lower secondary school, the absences, and 

how they spent their time when being absent. 

 
Table 1. The participants 
 
Name 
(pseudonym) 

Age Gender The year when basic education 
was completed 

Elia 17 non-binary 2020 

Lukas 16 male 2021 

Oliver 17 male 2021 

Sara 15 female 2021 

Viola 17 female 2020 
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Elia is a 17-year-old student. He studies in upper secondary school and 

completed basic education in 2020. He thinks that his time in lower secondary 

school was challenging and he describes his school as “not great”. He tells how 

the three years in lower secondary school were “not the best time of my life”. He 

had a lot of absences from the beginning of 8th grade until the end of 9th grade. 

During the first year (7th grade) there were not that many absences. He describes 

how the absences were mostly because of mental health issues, especially 

because of anxiety. This was the reason why he did not want to go to school. 

From the four different categorizations of SAPs Elia could be considered having 

school refusal during his lower secondary school because of having negative 

emotions while being in school. When being absent, he was usually sleeping, 

doing homework, or drawing.  

 
Lukas is 16 and completed basic education in 2021. He tells how the lower 

secondary school years included “a lot of everything”, homework and exams, for 

instance. He describes how he had a lot of absences in the 9th grade and tells 

how he was absent half of the year. In the 7th and 8th grades, there were not that 

many absences. He liked his classmates, math, and chemistry classes but not 

his teachers or home economic classes. He was absent from school because of 

sleeping, waking up late, being sick, hobbies, and because he “had to go do 

something”. He was not willing to describe this more specifically. Lukas could be 

described as having truancy because he was absent for doing other things and 

not going to school for this.  

 
Oliver is 17 and completed basic education in 2021. He describes his time in a 

lower secondary school as “quite nice” but having a lot of absences in the 9th 

grade. He enjoyed lessons, physics, chemistry, and English, for instance, but not 

sports. He describes how he was being bullied in the 9th grade. During the first 

two years (grades 7 and 8) he did not have absences. He describes how he was 

being absent because of mental health issues and having anxiety especially in 

sports classes and being absent because of these. When being absent, he spent 

time laying in bed. Sometimes he went to school and attended the last lessons of 

the day. Oliver could be described as having school refusal and not going to 

school because of the negative emotions related to studying and being in school. 
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Sara is a 15-year-old student. She completed her basic education in 2021 and 

thought she had a lot of absences during her lower secondary school. She 

describes how the lower secondary school went slowly and there were a lot of 

assignments. She tells how she had a nice teacher in mother tongue lessons and 

also nice friends. She did not enjoy school mornings and it was difficult for her to 

wake up early. She did not like having presentations and she felt being pressured 

by the teachers and this made her “scared, or not scared, but more like anxious”. 

She started being absent in the 7th grade and having more and more absences 

during the 8th and 9th grades. She was absent because of not having the strength 

and sometimes being lazy but also because of having mental health issues. 

When being absent, she was mostly sleeping for feeling so guilty for not going to 

school. Sara’s SAPs could be explained by the school refusal behavior because 

of having negative emotions related to different assignments, for instance.  

 
Viola is 17 and studying in preparatory education for vocational education. She 

completed basic education in 2020. She felt that the time in lower secondary 

school was exciting because there were “all these new things” and the time went 

fast. She describes how she did “all kinds of stupid things”. During the 7th grade, 

she was often late from the lessons, but during the 8th grade, she started going 

to shops or having cigarettes during school days. In the 9th grade, she had even 

more absences because of distance teaching in Teams. She was absent because 

of “not feeling like it”, spending time with friends, and not being interested in some 

subjects. She often decided with her friend, that they will skip classes. When 

being absent, she was spending time with a friend, being in the center of the city, 

or sometimes being in school but spending time in hallways, and not going to 

classes. Viola’s SAPs are categorized as truancy because she was usually in 

school but not attending classes or spending time outside the school when being 

with friends or going shopping when she was supposed to be at school. 

 
In the next chapters, I will explain the data collection process and the data 

analysis. 
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4.3 Data collection 

 

An interview is the most common method for data collection in phenomenological 

research. Benner (1994, in Bevan 2014) highlights how the questions should be 

broad and open-ended and asked in the vocabulary and language of the 

interviewee. It is important to listen carefully and use clarifying questions. The 

questions should aim to describe specific situations and actions, instead of giving 

general opinions. Bevan (2014) emphasizes how phenomenological interviewing 

should remain faithful to the phenomenological method but it should be kept 

practical.  

 
In my research, I used semi-structured interviews that were based on the 

phenomenological interview method by Bevan (2014). He describes how it offers 

an explicit, theoretically based approach blending general qualitative interview 

techniques and phenomenological methods providing phenomenological 

influence to interviewing. It consists of three main domains: 1. Contextualization 

(natural attitude and lifeworld) 2. Apprehending the phenomenon (natural 

attitude) 3. Clarifying the phenomenon (imaginative variation and meaning). In 

the next table 2. I will present the structure of the phenomenological interviewing 

method and example questions on how it was used in the interviews.  
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Table 2. A structure of phenomenological interviewing by Bevan (2014) with 

example questions from my interviews 

Phenomenological 

attitude 

Researcher 

approach 

Interview 

Structure 

Method Example 

question 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Phenomenological 
reduction  

Acceptance 
of natural 
attitude of 
participants 

Contextualization Descriptive 
/ narrative 
context 
questions 

Tell me 
about the 
time you 
were 
studying 
in the 
lower 
secondary 
school. 

A reflexive 
critical 
dialogue 
with self 

Apprehending 
the phenomenon 

Descriptive 
and 
structural 
questions 
of modes of 
appearing 

Tell me 
how 
teachers 
or other 
school 
staff 
reacted to 
your 
SAPs. 

Active 
listening 

Clarifying the 
phenomenon 

Imaginative 
variation: 
varying of 
structure 
questions 

Describe 
how you 
would 
have 
wanted 
the 
teachers 
to react. 

 

 

More specifically, the components of the interview structure can be defined in the 

following ways: 

 
Contextualization 

Bevan (2014) describes how it is important to consider the context and biography 

from which the experience gains meaning. The interview must begin by providing 

lifeworld context. The interviewee can be asked to describe places or events, 

actions, and activities. The method of contextualization is also narrative and 

highlights areas for further questioning.  
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Apprehending 

Bevan (2014) emphasizes how in apprehending the phenomenon, the focus is 

on the experience of the participant. In this part, the researcher will begin to see 

how the person interprets his/her experience by describing events and activities. 

It is important to listen carefully and not accept interpretations as understood but 

to ask for clarifications. Descriptive and structural questions complement and add 

depth to the interview.  

 
Clarifying the Phenomenon 

In this part, the phenomenon is being clarified by using an imaginative variation. 

Bevan (2014) describes how description and imaginative variation are applied in 

this part. He adds how imaginative aspects of experience make an interview more 

dynamic. The questions should be generated from the interview by listening 

actively and reflexively approaching participants' descriptions. The questions are 

based on what the participant has said earlier. The answers, on the other hand, 

clarify the meaning of the experience.  

 
In the phenomenological approach, it is also important to abstain from the use of 

personal knowledge and what Husserl (1970, in Bevan 2014) calls bracketing. 

The researcher must be aware of his/her natural attitude and avoid asking theory-

laden questions. According to Bevan (2014) sometimes it is easier to conduct the 

interviews when the researcher has a basic knowledge of the phenomenon. In 

my study, I had read several articles about SAPs and the role of school factors. 

When planning the interview questions, some questions were based on the 

categorization of school factors. In the interviews, however, the role of the 

experiences of the participants was emphasized and I tried to ask follow-up 

questions as much as was needed. I tried to base these questions on what had 

been said by the interviewee, not what have been written before.  

 
The target group is students who have completed their basic education. This 

means that the interviewees are youth and underaged. Children are considered 

as a vulnerable group by ethics committees and for this, special attention was 

paid to protect data and minimize the risks that the youth could be recognized. 

(O´Reilly & Dogra, 2018). Participating in the study and it being a volunteer for 

the youth, was explained carefully. It was emphasized that it is possible to not 
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answer some questions and that no explanations were needed to do this. 

Additionally, the research process and deleting all the materials (notes, audio 

files, transcripts) after the thesis, was explained to the participants. The relevant 

language was used when explaining these issues. I gave examples for how 

different names are being removed from the citations so that it is not possible to 

recognize the participants, their schools, or teachers, for instance.  

 
Interviews were done in Finnish. All the interview questions were translated into 

English and can be found in attachment 2. Questions were based on literature 

but gave enough space for the participants to tell about their experiences. The 

duration of the interviews was between 20 and 36 minutes. The interviews were 

done in October and November 2021. Four participants attended during their 

school days and one outside school at his home. Written permission from the 

parents/guardians was required and the youth needed to assent to participation. 

The participants had a right to stop the interview at any point or refuse to answer 

any question without penalty. There was a total of 53 pages of transcripts 

(spacing 1, font size 12 Arial). After the interviews, the participants received a gift 

card of 15 € for participating this study. 

 

4.4 Data analysis 

 

In this study, I used interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) for the data 

analysis. According to Smith (2004), it is one of the qualitative approaches to 

psychology but is also used in other fields. It aims to explore in detail the 

participant’s personal lived experience and how (s)he makes sense of that 

personal experience. It has similarities with interpretative and hermeneutic 

analysis. Smith (2004) defines it as the complexity of making sense of the 

personal and social world when “participant is trying to make sense of their 

personal and social world and the researcher is trying to make sense of the 

participant trying to make sense of their personal and social world” (p. 10). Smith 

et al. (2009) defined the process of interpretative phenomenological analysis by 

six different sections. These include 1. Reading and re-reading/achieving 

immersion. 2. Initial noting. 3. Developing emergent themes. 4. Searching for 
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connections across emergent themes. 5.  Moving to the next case. 6. Looking for 

patterns across cases.  

 
Smith (2004) explains how a detailed IPA is possible only with small sample 

sizes, often between 5-10, but sometimes even with a single case. The quality of 

using IPA is to allow the reader to parse the narrative in two ways: to present the 

themes that have emerged and to present the individual’s narrative. It is important 

to understand both aspects when doing IPA to be able to present the personal 

experiences of the participants. In qualitative research, it is impossible to give 

perfect guidelines on how to do a study. A researcher must understand, that there 

are suggestions that can be adopted and developed.  

 
The interviews were done in Finnish and the recordings were transcribed by a 

company specialized in transcripts. The data analysis was done from these 

Finnish transcripts. The analysis began by reading the transcripts several times 

and in addition, I listened to the recordings once. After these first steps, I started 

making notes on the transcripts about themes that emerged in the transcripts and 

started writing the initial master and sub-ordinate themes. I did this process 

separately by focusing on one research question at a time. The citations used in 

this thesis are translated into English by me. It is important to emphasize, that 

this might influence the quality of translations as I am not an official translator and 

my role is both the researcher and the translator. This is also discussed in the 

article of Temple and Young (2004). They argue that there is no single correct 

translation.  I have tried to keep the original meanings when translating citations, 

but of course, the translations might influence some citations.  

 

 

  



26 
 

5 Results and their interpretation 
 

The focus of this study was on pupils’ experiences related to their school 

attendance problems and the role of school-related factors. The analysis was 

conducted with interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). I will present the 

findings of this study in the next three chapters that are based on the research 

questions. The first part focuses on the role of school factors and how the pupils 

described the different school-related factors. Then I will describe what kind of 

support was offered to the pupils and last, I will describe how the pupils would 

have wished to be supported when having SAPs. In Finnish, it is not possible to 

define a person’s gender by using he or she because of having only one word 

“hän” for he/she. For this reason, it is not possible to identify the gender of 

teachers or other school personnel when pupils were describing their 

experiences. Instead of using he/she, I use the term (s)he in this report and in the 

quotes. 

 

5.1 The role of school factors 

 

All the participants described several school-related factors. In the next table 3., 

I will present different experiences related to the school factors. The number in 

brackets refers to the number of interviews in which the theme was presented. 

 

Table 3. Master themes and sub-ordinate themes related to school factors 

Master theme Sub-ordinate themes 

Pupil-teacher relationship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relationship with other 
school personnel  
(related to SAPs) 
 
 
 
 

Supportive or caring teachers (4) 
Teacher’s good sense of humor, telling jokes (3) 
Being blamed for something (2) 
Inappropriate behavior from teachers (3) 
Pressure from the teachers (1) 
Some teachers did not understand the situation (2) 
Some teachers did not care (1) 
Principal (1) 
Guidance counselor (4) 
Special education teacher (2) 
Substitute teachers (1) 
School psychologist (1) 
School nurse (1) 
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Bullying in school Bullying in the school (3) 
The pupil was being bullied (2) 
Discrimination (1) 

School atmosphere Good atmosphere in school (3) 
Good atmosphere in class (2) 
Nice to go to school (3) 
Not nice to go to school (1) 

Peer relationship Supportive or good relationships (4) 
Peers also had SAPs (3) 
Not feeling accepted by peers (1) 

Academic achievement  
 
 
Co-operation between home 
and school 
 

Learning difficulties (3) 
Lower academic achievement because of SAPs (5) 
Having too many assignments because of SAPs (2) 
Phone calls and Wilma messages (3) 
Meetings in school (3) 
No co-operation related to pupil’s SAPs (2) 

  

The next chapters are based on these master themes. I will describe the themes 

and the sub-ordinate themes more closely and add translated quotes from the 

interviews. 

 

5.1.1 Pupil-teacher relationship 
 

All the pupils described their teachers and the communication they had with them. 

They also discussed what they liked or did not like in their teachers. All the pupils 

described that they had at least one teacher who they liked but all added that 

they had difficulties with some or several teachers. Sara defined how her mother 

tongue teacher was nice because (s)he complimented her for doing some 

assignments well and (s)he was supportive. Sara added how  

 
“(S)he always told me that it is great that you came to school or 

something.” (Sara) 

 
In addition to Sara, Viola and Oliver described how they liked the teachers who 

told jokes and had a good sense of humor. Viola described how some teachers 

were serious and some were laughing with them if they (the pupils) were telling 

jokes. Oliver described his teachers: 

 
“It was nice to joke with them. They were really these teachers that it did 
not matter even if it happened outside school because they still wanted to 
help. They were kind of like these caring teachers.” (Oliver) 
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Having ”a caring teacher” was important also for Elia. He felt that the responsible 

teacher for his class was open-minded, understanding and  

 
“She took care that am I ok and asked how am I, kinda like auntie 
character, I could say”. (Elia) 

 
Elia described how his responsible teacher treated his class well and thought 

about them as her family. He added that  

 
“and it was possible to talk to her about anything, it was possible to be 
open and then she understood --- tried to get help for example.”  (Elia) 

 
 

The relationship with the teacher can be the most important and powerful 

relationship for pupils (Keppens & Spruyt, 2017). All the pupils had at least one 

teacher that they liked and got along with. Wilkins (2008) describes how pupils 

thought that the most important aspect related to teachers, is that students could 

talk with teachers outside the academic context. This was described by Oliver 

and he felt that these teachers were caring. The pupils defined their “good 

teachers” as caring, open, understanding, and being interested in how the pupils 

are. Despite the positive relationships, all pupils had also teachers that they did 

not get along with. Viola described how some teachers commented: 

 
“Look, finally you came to school” and 
“--- not all teachers care because it is pupil’s own loss in that situation if 
you are not attending school and taking care of your work.” (Viola) 
 

She described how she thinks that teachers don’t care about pupils having SAPs 

and it shows when teachers are not getting involved in the problem. Lukas 

discussed how he did not like most of his teachers. He felt that he was being 

punished for things he did not do and most of the teachers were “crusty” and 

always found a reason to complain about something. Oliver described some 

teachers being “nazis” because they complained about being noisy in hallways 

and  

 
“They were kinda mean ---” and  
“They complained in a quite mean way for all these small things”. (Oliver) 
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Sara described how she had a “quite nice” teacher in mother tongue lessons. 

Later she added that all the teachers were “quite nice”. However, she felt that 

they should improve more because the way they talk should be more nice or 

supportive: 

 
“ --- but they could improve more or I do understand that it is their job, that 
they have to point out if you have not returned some assignments. It could 
be said in a good, nice, or supportive tone of voice.” (Sara) 
 

Sara felt being pressured by the teachers. She felt that the teachers did not 

encourage her but instead pressured her to have presentations and to do 

assignments. Viola came along well with her teachers, but some teachers did not 

behave properly or they used unprofessional words. Oliver felt being 

misunderstood and he felt that the sports teachers thought he was only lazy for 

not coming to school. He also described how he felt that his sports teachers did 

not like him. Also Elia had negative feelings about his sports teachers. He 

described how  

 
“(S)he had a really diminishing reaction to my panic attacks and (s)he was 
like, not really interested in my mental health at all.”  (Elia)  

 
Additionally, Elia felt that his principal did not react to issues that he had told 

him/her related to the problems in school. 

 
According to Lang et al. (2013) pupils who feel they are being victimized by 

teachers, are more likely to misbehave and special attention should be paid to 

improve a pupil-teacher relationship. All the participants in this study described 

situations where they felt they were not being heard or seen. There were 

definitions like “crusty”, “nazis”, “mean”, “not being interested” and “not being 

liked” by the teachers. Both Oliver and Lukas felt being punished for doing 

something they did not do. On the other hand, Olivia thought that the teachers 

think that it is the pupil’s own loss if (s)he is not attending school and how teachers 

are not that interested in the SAPs because of this. Additionally, Sara thought 

that teachers react only because it is their job. These definitions highlight the 

importance of paying attention to the way things are being said and not only what 

is being said.  
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5.1.2 Relationships between other school personnel 
 

Some pupils described also other school personnel that had a role in their lower 

secondary school years. There were mentions about principals, special education 

teachers, guidance counselors, school nurses, and school psychologists. Viola 

mentioned her principal twice when describing her SAPs. The principal had found 

her and her friend several times from the hallways and asked them to go to 

lessons. She described how the principal commented: 

 
“(S)he was like did you have cigarettes? Yeah, and then (s)he was like, 
well, go to class and again you are here in the hallway or something like 
that, but --- (s)he was kinda relaxed.” (Viola)  

 

Viola felt that her special education teacher was “more present” than other 

teachers and (s)he also treated her “more like a person”. This is why she found it 

useful to study with him/her. Elia also mentioned substitute teachers and how 

they were not nice. He remembered how one time a substitute teacher was telling 

bad things about him in front of the whole class:  

 

“I remember one case, when a substitute teacher denied that my name 
could not be my name. (S)he started calling me names in front of the whole 
class.” (Elia) 

 
Sara had talked about her absences with several people in the school. She 

described how the guidance counselor said that  

 
“Go to school, when you have finished 9th grade, it is more difficult then. 
That you cannot have this many absences.”  (Sara) 

 
There were several definitions about teachers, but when the pupils were asked 

about other school personnel, there were also other people that had a role in their 

lower secondary school years. The relationship between these people did not 

seem to be at the same level as with teachers, except for Viola, who thought that 

her special education teacher saw her as “an individual” and felt that her principal 

was relaxed and tried to encourage her to join classes. While the pupil-teacher 

relationship is being emphasized in the articles (e.g. Lang et al., 2013; Wilkins 

2008; Äärelä, 2012.) it is important to pay attention to the relationship with other 
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school personnel as well. These persons are maybe not in contact with the pupils 

daily, but their attendance could still play an important role for the pupils. 

 

5.1.3 Peer relationships and bullying 
 

One aspect of school-related factors is the peer-relationships and they are 

important for all pupils. All the youth described their relationships mostly in a 

positive way. Especially Sara and Viola felt that they had nice friends that were 

important to them and supported them. However, Viola was usually absent 

together with a friend. She explained how they decided together whether to go to 

classes or not:  

 

“--- I had with a friend, that let’s not go there and then we went to do 
something”. (Viola)  

 
Lukas described how he saw friends every day and “were everywhere together”. 

He added how his friends also had absences, but not as much as he had. Oliver 

described how he had only a few friends but those were his best friends at the 

time. Elia had few good friends and was mostly spending time with peers because 

not having any other options. He felt that he was the only one who had a lot of 

absences.  

 
Difficulties in making friends, being isolated, or having conflicts with peers are 

school-related factors that can lead to SAPs (Havik et al., 2014; Havik et al., 

2015a). In this study, only one pupil (Elia) had difficulties in making friends 

because he felt that he did not feel comfortable with his peers. Feeling safe and 

having an environment that does not include bullying, can enhance willingness to 

attend school (Bacon & Kearney, 2020). Both Oliver and Elia had experienced 

bullying in school. Oliver described how it was verbal and people came to talk 

and yell at him. There were also some gossips about him and one time a pupil 

tried to “beat” him. Elia had seen a lot of bullying in his school. However, he 

described how it was usually not towards him and felt it was more like 

discrimination that he experienced. He did not feel like being part of the group. 

The bullying in his school was both verbal and physical but also cyberbullying:  

 
“Our school was like that, there were drugs. All these kinds of things even 
though it was comprehensive school.”  (Elia)  
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Viola and Lukas did not see bullying in their schools. Sara described how there 

was a lot of bullying in the school, but it was not targeted at her. She added that 

there was physical bullying and also verbal when pupils were commenting things 

not in a nice way.  

 

5.1.4 School atmosphere 
 

Sara, Viola and Lukas thought that the school atmosphere was good. Sara 

described how the atmosphere was “quite nice” and everybody knew each other 

because it was a small school. She felt that it was easy to get along with everyone 

and there was always someone who you could talk to. Viola described the 

atmosphere as “good” and especially it was good between her classmates. 

“Nobody was alone” she described. Lukas explained how the atmosphere in his 

opinion means “happy classmates”. Viola and Lukas described that it was nice to 

go to school. However, Lukas added that “sometimes sleeping was nicer”. Sara 

thought that it was not nice to go to school. She explained how the reason is in 

her or  

 
“In my head” (Sara) 
 

and added that  
 

“So I don’t have nice thoughts about that place, it was horrible to go there 
when I had only those bad emotions when being there.” (Sara) 
 

Elia discussed how the school atmosphere was not good. He felt that he was not 

being accepted. He described his class as “the other group” as he would not be 

part of it. He felt it being distant and narrow-minded. He felt that sometimes he 

would have wanted to be alone instead of spending time with his classmates. 

Oliver thought that the school atmosphere was not good, but it was better in his 

class. Oliver described how there were drugs and group were fighting in his 

school. He described the atmosphere as “negative”. In his class, the atmosphere 

was mostly good and the classmates spent time with each other.  

 
Bacon and Kearney (2020) describe how school climate consists of safety, school 

environment, relationships, and teaching practices. Additionally, it is one of the 
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key variables in scientific frameworks for SAPs. A positive school climate is often 

linked to less absenteeism. (Bacon & Kearney, 2020.) Both Elia and Oliver 

experienced bullying in school and felt that the school atmosphere was not good. 

They described several examples of how bullying was visible in the school and it 

included verbal, physical, and cyberbullying. Additionally, Elia described that 

there were drugs in his school. All these aspects form a picture of an unsafe 

environment which leads to a “negative” and “not good environment” as they 

described it. 

 

5.1.5 Educational difficulties 
 

Ingul et al. (2019) include educational difficulties as one aspect of school-based 

factors influencing SAPs. Additionally, Määttä et al. (2020) describe how the 

definition for a pupil having SAPs, includes the aspect of having difficulties in 

studying because of the large number of absences. All the pupils described how 

they had educational difficulties and their academic achievement was affected by 

the SAPs. Oliver thought that he had quite a good average grade but some 

grades would have been better if “I would have been more present”. He also 

described how he had learning difficulties because of his Asperger's. Especially 

mathematics was difficult for him. Also, Elia felt that some grades were lower 

because of the absences. On the other hand, he felt that if he was studying at 

home, instead of going to school, it was easier to concentrate. That is why he felt 

that some grades got better. Mathematics was difficult and he explained how he 

could not follow the math lessons if he had been absent. Elia added that there 

had been discussion about him having ADHD, but he still does not have any 

diagnosis.  

 
Viola described that “probably” the SAPs affected her grades because “they can 

lower those grades”. She was not sure about this but said that she got good 

grades in exams, but then the final grade was lower. She was not being told why 

the grades were lower but thought that it was because of being absent. Viola 

explained how she had difficulties in concentrating, and in addition dyslexia, and 

spatial learning disabilities affect her learning. She described that she had to go 
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to compensate the lessons sometimes and join other classes’ lessons because 

of being absent from her lessons: 

 
“Yes --- in the 7th grade I was probably every morning compensating 
something.” (Viola) 

 
Sara described how there were a lot of assignments because of being absent. 

She explained how this was also one reason for being absent: 

 
“And in lower secondary school there were so many assignments that 
always accumulated. And when they accumulated, then came absences.” 
(Sara) 

 

Also, Elia described how there were so many assignments because he had not 

attended school. Both of them used the word “accumulate” when describing the 

tasks and how these affected their SAPs. 

 
Lukas thought that the absences did not affect the exam grades, but they affected 

the final grades “of course”. He added that because being absent a lot in the 9th 

grade, the grades were a lot lower that year. Lukas explained how it was very 

easy to follow the lessons even if he had been absent.  Sara explained how the 

exams went “ok” because she was studying at home and did not want to repeat 

the 9th grade. She described it as follows: 

 
“I did not have any other proof because I was never in the lessons. Still, I 
think that the exam grades would have been higher if I had been at school 
because there were so many things that I did not learn or I had to study by 
myself.” (Sara) 
 

 

The pupils who find school demanding, are scared of academic failure or testing, 

can have SAPs. These academic and social challenges can affect especially 

emotionally sensitive pupils. (e.g. Havik et al., 2014.) Especially Sara described 

how she felt pressure from the teachers and was anxious about her assignments. 

She explained how the main reason for her absences was her mental health 

issues. However, it is possible that these academic challenges lead to even more 

mental health issues and for this, it can be difficult to specify what is the cause 

and what is the effect. 
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5.1.6 Co-operation between home and school 
 

Co-operation between parents and school differed a lot between the participants. 

Sara described how her teacher contacted her and her mother regularly. The 

teacher sent messages in Wilma (a study administration program for students, 

teachers and guardians)  or called her mother. They also had meetings in school 

because she had a lot of absences. Sara explained this like an outsider: 

 
“We had very often some kind of discussions about my school attendance. 
There were all school psychologists and others. They tried to find ways 
how I could come to school more easily.” (Sara) 

 

Additionally, Lukas had several meetings in school because of having SAPs. He 

explained how  

 
“Mum wanted that I go to school. Teachers also, so there were demands 
from both sides all the time.” (Lukas)  

 
He explained how the teachers sent messages in Wilma and called his mum. He 

added that there were also some child welfare notifications made by the school 

personnel. Oliver had meetings in school but thought that those “did not help at 

all”. He added that  

 

“They did not really understand that I am not feeling ok.” (Oliver)  

 
He explained how there were several phone calls from school to his children’s 

home, but he was not being told what these phone calls were about. He felt that 

the workers from his children’s home had told to his guidance counselor that he 

is lazy and that is why he was treated lazy and not being listened to: 

 

“--- yes and then they went to tell to this guidance counselor and that is why 
the guidance counselor did not really listen to anything, me or my thoughts.” 
(Oliver) 
 

 
Summary 
 

The pupil-teacher relationship had an important role for the pupils. All the pupils 

described how they had at least one teacher who they liked but that they had 

difficulties with some or several teachers. Three of the pupils described humor as 
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something that is important when talking about pupil-teacher relationships. 

Caring for the pupils and being a person, who a pupil can talk to, were considered 

important. On the other hand, all the pupils felt that some teachers did not 

understand them, were mean, or punished them for things they did not do. Some 

pupils also experienced being pressured or not being liked by their teachers.  

 
All youth described positively their peer relationships. However, there was also 

bullying and discrimination towards two pupils. There were mentions about drugs 

and several forms of bullying that were visible to pupils, even though they were 

not involved in these. Three pupils described the school atmosphere as good but 

the two pupils who were being bullied felt that the atmosphere was not good. All 

the pupils had educational difficulties because of having absences. Additionally, 

three pupils had learning difficulties. All the pupils described how their exams 

went well but the final grades were lower. Co-operation between the parents and 

school differed a lot between the pupils. Two of the pupils did not have any 

meetings related to their SAPs. 

 

5.2 Support offered to the pupils 

 

Teacher support can play an important role in SAPs. According to Havik et al. 

(2014), the lack of emotional support from teachers was seen as a problem by 

parents whose children had SAPs. Additionally, all school staff should have some 

kind of understanding related to SAPs (Baker & Bishop, 2015). When interviewing 

the five youth, they described their experiences of the support that was offered to 

them. These support methods differed a lot between the participants.  

 
Oliver described how his teachers understood when he started having absences: 

 
“I talked about that to my teacher that what I was having at the time and 
(s)he understood, (s)he helped a lot but for example, my sports teachers 
really did not like me because they just thought that I am lazy.” (Oliver)  

 
He thought that it was useful to talk about his situation with his teacher and after 

doing so, he felt better at school. Oliver also mentioned how somebody at school 

told him that he could go to meet a school psychologist, school nurse, or school 

social worker. However, he had only one meeting with a student counselor that 
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he did not find useful. He never had any meetings with the other specialists. Oliver 

was aware that there were several phone calls from school to his children’s home, 

but he did not know what these phone calls were about.  

 
Lukas discussed how there had been phone calls and messages in Wilma about 

his absences. He also had meetings in school related to his SAPs. The school 

counselor and school social worker had been present in these meetings. Elia 

described that he felt his teachers were worried about him being absent but he 

also felt that they thought that he should “try to get a grip on yourself”. However, 

he thought teachers presented the problem positively and only negatively by his 

sports teachers. Elia described how teachers sent messages in Wilma and wrote 

about how he could get support at school. He was not sure if these messages 

were sent to the whole group or only to some pupils.  

 
Both Baker and Bishop (2015) and Keppens and Spruyt (2017) describe in their 

articles how pupils having SAPs often feel that they are being ignored by their 

teachers. Viola described these kinds of experiences. She did not have any 

meetings at school related to her SAPs, except one time with her student 

counselor. She described how the student counselor 

 
“--- did not understand anything about anything, it was not possible to deal 
with him/her.” (Viola)  

 
Viola discussed how she had to compensate for some lessons and attend other 

classes’ lessons because of being absent from lessons. She did not find it useful 

and described how  

 

“Well I just went there, only for an hour to sit and follow other classes’ 
teaching.” (Viola)  
 

These compensation lessons could be considered as a way to support the pupil 

but Viola mentioned how she did not get any support from the school related to 

her SAPs. However, she also discussed how she met a special education teacher 

and found that useful. When being asked about support, it was difficult for her to 

describe it, but when continuing the interview, she described how her special 

education teacher was supportive and treated her like a person. It was because 

the meetings were individual and no other pupils were present.  
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Viola also got support from her friends. She explained how they had competitions 

related to their school attendance: 

 
“Yes we had all these competitions and bets, that now you have to attend 
school. If you don’t come to school, you lose and you have to buy megis 
(Megaforce energy drink) or something.” (Viola) 

 
Sara explained how her teachers called and sent messages to her. She did not 

read the messages. However, her teacher did ask if she was ok and if something 

had happened to stop her from going to school. She also described how they had 

several meetings related to her SAPs. Additionally, she had meetings with the 

student counselor and school social worker, but she did not find those useful. 

Sara did not want to talk about her life with the student counselor or school social 

worker and that is why she thought it was not useful. She added how she was 

“forced to meet a school psychologist”. Sara described how she found it useful 

when her friend was sleeping in her house and they went to school together or 

she came to pick her up in the mornings.  

 

Summary 

 

Teacher support can have an important role in SAPs. The support given or 

offered to the pupils differed greatly. Some pupils felt they were understood, 

something which they found important, but some felt they were not understood 

or heard. Some also felt they were considered lazy because of their absences. 

One pupil was asked to join other classes lessons to compensate for her 

absences. Several pupils described how there were phone calls and messages 

in Wilma (a study administration program for students, teachers and guardians) 

from the teachers to them or their parents/guardians. Additionally, several pupils 

had meetings in school, and in these meetings, there was discussion about their 

absences. None of the pupils found these useful and some thought they were 

being forced to meet professionals. However, one pupil had meetings with a 

special education teacher and she found these useful. In addition to school 

personnel, there were examples of how friends in school were supportive by 

picking up the pupil for school or having competitions with peers about who can 

keep the promise to attend school. 
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5.3 The support that pupils would have wanted 

 

Four pupils described several support methods that they would have wished to 

get from the school personnel, especially teachers. However, Lukas did not even 

want to be supported and he thought it would not have helped him. He did not 

describe any support he would have wanted and added how it makes things more 

difficult if someone is offering him support:  

 
“I don’t like being helped, I like more to do things on my own.” (Lukas) 

 

When Viola was asked how she would have wanted to be supported, she 

answered that  

 
“They could have had some kind of meetings because I had so many 
absences.”  

 
However, she added that probably she would have not found it useful. She 

thought that it would not have helped if someone had said something related to 

her SAPs:  

 
“ --- it would be like, yeah, I will come and then I will come if I come.” (Viola)  

 
When Oliver was asked how he would have wanted the teachers to react to his 

absences, he answered: 

 
“If they had asked earlier why I have absences.” (Oliver)  

 

Additionally, he would have wanted that the sports classes to be easier for him. 

He described how: 

 
“I would have wanted that they would have made the subject easier for me 
except that nobody listened to it even though I said that I am anxious 
because I have to be in a big group ---” (Oliver) 

 
He also discussed how he would have wanted to talk with the school social 

worker about his mental health issues. There were only plans to have these 

meetings, but he never met the professional.  

 
Viola described how she would have found it useful if she had known in advance 

that she could study with her special education teacher instead of being with the 
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whole class. Elia would have wished to get more understanding from the 

teachers:  

 
“Maybe more like, hey, can I help with this or do you need remedial 
instruction --- I never have the courage to ask help and that is why it was 
never offered.” (Elia) 

 
He explained how the support would have been easier to receive if it had been 

offered personally and in school instead of sending Wilma messages. Sara also 

described how she does not like people getting involved in her things. She 

explained how she felt that teachers cared about her, but she did not want them 

to care because “it does not help”. Afterward, she added how she would have 

preferred support but from the very beginning when she started having absences. 

She described a few times how it was difficult because she started having “so 

many assignments”. She thought that the problems were mostly because of 

herself but she would have wanted to get support and positive comments for 

being at school, for instance. When being asked what kind of support she would 

have wished to get from the teachers she answered: 

 
“ Well, they did help, but if they had, kind of, if they had asked how am I, 
maybe it would have been good. Or that it would not feel like that they are 
doing their job, that they have to ask. That instead they want to know.” 
(Sara) 

 
 

Summary  
 
The pupils described several support methods they would have wanted to get. 

However, one pupil thought that he did not want any support or even if he had 

been offered some support, it would not have helped him. The pupils would have 

wanted to have meetings together with their teachers or other school personnel, 

being asked why they are absent or making some subjects easier for them. 

Additionally, one pupil would have found it useful to know in advance that she 

could study individually with the special education teacher. One pupil would have 

wanted more understanding from the teachers and individual support. One pupil 

emphasized how she would have wished to get support earlier when she started 

having absences because it was difficult for her to cope with the assignments 

later when there were a lot of those. She highlighted how it would be important 
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that the teachers would have been interested in her and how she was feeling. 

This way she would not have felt that they are asking only because they have to 

and only because it is their job. 

 
Teacher support can have an important role in SAPs. The support given or 

offered to the pupils differed greatly. Several pupils described how there were 

phone calls or messages sent in the Wilma study administration program to them 

or to their parents/guardians. Some had meetings in schools, but the pupils did 

not find these useful. The pupils would have wanted to get more individual 

support and in addition, the teachers to be interested in them and understanding 

their situation when having SAPs. 
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6 Validity and ethical considerations 
 
 

This study focuses on the experiences of former lower secondary school pupils 

and their descriptions of the role of school-related factors in their SAPs. The 

theoretical framework is phenomenological and the data was collected using 

semi-structured interviews with the phenomenological interview method. Five 15-

17 years old former lower secondary school pupils were interviewed during 

autumn 2021. Data analysis was conducted using interpretative 

phenomenological analysis. In this chapter, I will discuss the validity and ethical 

considerations related to this study.  

 
When doing the study, I followed the research ethics guidelines. Special attention 

was paid to protect the anonymity of the participants. The interviews were 

analyzed confidently and anonymously. All the names were removed from the 

transcripts and I did not publish the name of the city where the pupils had studied. 

One participant commented this by saying that I should publish the name of the 

city and also the school, because “nothing will change if we don’t do it”. I 

explained to him, that it is for keeping the anonymity of the participants. The topic 

of this study could be considered as sensitive and when interviewing youth that 

are underaged, it is especially important to focus on ethical issues. 

 
DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) identify four major ethical issues that need 

to be considered when doing interviews. These include reducing the risk of any 

harm, protecting information given by the interviewees, informing the 

interviewees about the nature of the study, and reducing the risk of exploitation. 

In the interviews, I tried to listen carefully to what the interviewees were telling 

and ask follow-up questions. However, I kept the topic and my research questions 

in mind because the purpose was to study a certain topic (school-related factors) 

and not the reasons why the youth had been absent, for instance. It is possible, 

that my questions and follow-up questions lead the conversations in a way that 

affected what the pupils were talking about. On the other hand, some of the youth 

were not talking a lot so it was not possible to get information about their 

experiences by just giving a topic to talk about. However, special attention was 
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paid to planning the interview questions but also to the way the questions were 

asked during the interview. 

 
Before the interviews, I explained to the participants that it is possible to stop the 

interview at any point or not to answer some questions. I explained how they did 

not need to give any explanations if they were willing to do so. One participant 

refused to ask one question but others were willing to answer all the questions. It 

was important to give freedom to the participants to participate in the study. 

 
Cho and Trent (2006) emphasize the importance of “an open process in 

qualitative inquiry” and present the relationship among the purposes, questions, 

and processes related to the study. I have tried to present the research process 

clearly and describe all the parts of the process. Additionally, I have tried to justify 

the decisions I have made related to the methodology and the decisions made in 

this process. The participants were aware that I was working in the same school 

where most of the pupils (4/5) were studying at the time. I emphasized how I was 

not asking about experiences of possible absences from their current school and 

all the questions were about their SAPs in lower secondary school. However, it 

is possible that me working in the same school affected somehow their answering 

or to what they wanted to talk about. On the other hand, it is possible that some 

participants did not want to talk about everything to a stranger and there might be 

some aspects that are not visible in this study but that have had a role in the 

pupils’ lower secondary school years. 
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7 Discussion 
 

The last section of this thesis focuses on the main results of this study and 

highlights the viewpoints presented by the five youth who participated in this 

study. In addition, I will discuss the limitations of this study, and present 

recommendations for future research.  

 
In phenomenology, the researcher is interested in a person’s experiences and 

how (s)he experiences them. Bevan (2014) describes how lifeworld is 

consciousness of the world and is “always set against a horizon that provides 

context”. The comparisons to previous research are not emphasized.” (p. 136). 

The purpose of this study was to present the pupils’ experiences. However, I have 

some comparisons to previous literature. The emphasis is, however, on the 

pupils’ experiences. 

 
My first research question aimed to find information on how the school-related 

factors influenced the pupils’ school attendance problems. Previous research has 

shown that the relationship between teacher and pupil is significant and when 

teachers are interested in their pupils, the pupils feel that they are being 

appreciated. Emotionally sensitive pupils can feel that it is even more important. 

Thus, it is not surprising, that the pupils who participated in this study, viewed the 

relationship between themselves and their teachers as important. All the pupils 

had at least one teacher who they described as “nice” and some appreciated their 

teachers’ sense of humor. Additionally, they appreciated the way the teachers 

communicated with their pupils: as a person and they confronted the pupils as  

individuals. It is not a surprise that all the pupils had teachers who they did not 

like. These were teachers, that had an indifferent attitude or who communicated 

in a way, that pupils felt they were being punished or not understood. The 

relationship with other school personnel was less significant but still discussed by 

pupils. There were comments related to school guidance counselors, but the 

relationship with him/her did not seem to be important for the pupils. 

 
Peer relationships are important for all youth. This was emphasized by the 

participants. The relationships differed, but what was similar, was the importance 

of having friends, who they could spend time with and from whom they could get 
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support. On the other hand, peers could be the ones who provoked the pupils to 

be absent. One pupil felt being different than his peers. Because of this, he did 

not want to spend time with his classmates and preferred to be alone. He felt that 

he was bullied and more specifically, was discriminated against. A feeling, several 

pupils can have, if they are not being accepted for who they are. 

 
The school atmosphere is always important, but difficult to control. The five 

participants experienced the school atmosphere differently. Some thought it was 

great, and the ones who had been bullied considered it difficult. But what is the 

role of school atmosphere in these pupils’ SAPs? It is a difficult question to 

answer, but some conclusions can be made. The pupils who had truancy 

experienced the school atmosphere good and the ones who had school refusal 

behavior, considered it not good. Having negative emotions in school can affect 

the way a pupil feels about the school atmosphere. Additionally, being bullied 

affects the pupils in several ways and it is clear, that the school atmosphere is 

described as negative.  

 
There were several ways in which the school was in contact with the parents or 

guardians. However, two pupils described that there was no contact from school 

to their home related to their SAPs. On the other hand, the pupils who did have 

meetings in school thought that those were not helpful. Some did not want to talk 

about their problems to school personnel or they thought it would not help. 

However, these meetings may be helpful in some way: the pupils are being seen 

and school personnel are interested in their lives and want to know is everything 

ok. What was emphasized in the interviews, was the individual support and being 

seen as an individual. The messages in Wilma were not considered as something 

individual, but teachers talking to them personally in school was something that 

pupils appreciated.  

 
The two pupils described how they had a lot of absences especially in the 9th 

grade and because of this, they had a lot of make-up assignments. This was one 

reason why it was difficult to return to school. It is important that the pupils having 

SAPs could get support from the teachers and other school personnel. The 

purpose of the make-up assignments cannot be to increase the number of 

absences. Pupils who have absences in the 7th and 8th grades, should be paid 



46 
 

special attention to and be supported in a way, that helps them and decreases 

the probability that the SAPs get even worse in the 9th grade.  

 
The pupils had several ideas about how they would have wanted to be supported. 

However, some thought that nothing would have helped and some would have 

wanted more individual support. They highlighted the importance of teachers 

asking how they are and would they want to get support. The pupils wanted the 

teachers to be interested in them and their lives. This is described in the next 

quote: 

 
“ Well, they did help, but if they had, kind of, if they had asked how am I, 
maybe it would have been good. Or that it would not feel like that they are 
doing their job, that they have to ask. That instead they want to know.” 
(Sara) 
 

In this study, the pupils described how teachers had an important role in 

supporting them. They wanted to be understood, supported and confronted as 

individuals. We, (future) teachers and educators should always remember, that 

there are pupils like Sara, who are struggling with several things in life but who 

need to attend school despite the difficulties. There is a lot we cannot do to help 

them, but what we can do, is to be interested in their lives, ask how they are, and 

make them feel that they are the ones that we focus on. Not because it is our job, 

but because we want to do it. Because we care.  

 

7.1 Limitations of the study and implications for future research 

 

The purpose of this study was to present individual experiences of former lower 

secondary school pupils. The methodological choice is both a strength and a 

limitation as the phenomenological approach highlights the experiences of these 

youth, but the experiences are presented and analyzed by someone else. 

Additionally, the interviews were conducted in Finnish and translated into English 

by me. Sometimes it is difficult to keep the original meaning when the quote is 

translated but I have tried to keep the meanings and paid attention to the 

translations. However, if the interviews had been conducted in English it would 

have been easier to keep the original meanings of what had been said by the 

participants. Limitations of this study include its small sample size and naturally, 

it is not possible to generalize the results. On the other hand, it was not the 
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purpose of this study and I have tried to highlight this aspect in all the sections of 

this study. 

 
Because the topic is sensitive, it is possible that the participants did not describe 

everything they had experienced related to the school-based factors. This is one 

of the limitations of this study. The participants had finished their basic education 

one or two years earlier and it is possible that they did not remember all the 

details. However, I thought that it is better to interview youth who have completed 

their basic education and because the problems are not current, it is easier to 

describe them.  

 
Future research could focus on several viewpoints. There is not much research 

done related to SAPs and the parental viewpoint in the Finnish context is still 

missing, for instance. On the other hand, it would be important to focus on the 

teachers’ or special education teachers' experiences related to the support 

methods. The phenomenon is wide and hopefully, future research will bring new 

aspects and viewpoints that help to solve the problems with a multidisciplinary 

approach. 

 
 

7.2 Conclusion 

 

This study focused on the experiences of five 15-17-year-old pupils related to the 

role of school-based factors in their SAPs. Do the school-related factors have a 

role in school attendance problems? A simple yes could be the answer, but the 

reality is not that simple. The pupils defined several school-related factors that 

influenced their SAPs. The connections are not easy to “prove” but the school 

factors are something that schools should pay attention to. The relationship 

between teachers was considered important and peer relationships were both 

supportive but also provoking. There were several aspects in schools that 

influenced the pupils' willingness to attend school and aspects that can increase 

their negative emotions when being in school: bullying, discrimination from peers 

and teachers, inappropriate behavior from the teachers, being punished for 

something that they did not do and not being believed. All the pupils described 

how they had SAPs because of mental health issues or because of having 
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something more interesting outside school. However, school-related factors can 

affect mental health issues and the motivation towards studying. Additionally, if a 

pupil is not getting the support (s)he would need, the school attendance problems 

may get even worse.  
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Appendices 
 

APPENDIX 1. Interview questions 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Ikä / Age: 
Sukupuoli / Gender: 
Vuosi, jolloin peruskoulu päättyi / The year when basic education was completed: 
 
Yläkouluaika / Time in lower secondary school (context) 
 

1. Kerro yläkouluajastasi. Millaista opiskeluaikasi oli 7.-9. luokilla? 
Tell me about your time in lower secondary school. How was it like in the 
grades 7-9? 
 

2. Millaisista asioista pidit yläkoulussa? 
Tell me about the things you liked in the lower secondary school? 
  

3. Millaisista asioista et pitänyt yläkoulussa? 
Tell me about the things you did not like in the lower secondary school? 
 

4. Miten vietit vapaa-aikasi yläkoulun aikana? 
How did you spend your free time outside school? 

Poissaolot / absences (context) 
 

5. Milloin aloit olla poissa koulusta? 
When did you start being absent from school? 
 

6. Kuvaile, millaisten syiden vuoksi olit pois koulusta. 
Describe for what kind of reasons you started being absent?  
 

7. Millainen oli tyypillinen koulupäivä, kun poissaoloja alkoi olla runsaasti? 
How was your typical school day when you started being absent?  
 

Kouluun liittyvien tekijöiden rooli / The role of school factors (academic 
achievement, peer relationships, bullying, pupil-teacher relationship, 
relationship with other school personnel) (research question 1) 

 
 

8. Millainen ilmapiiri koulussa oli? Kerro joitain esimerkkejä miten tämä 
näkyi koulussa. 
How was the school atmosphere? Tell me some examples how it could 
be seen. 
 

9. Ilmenikö koulussasi kiusaamista? Miten kiusaaminen näkyi koulussasi? 
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Was there bullying in your school? How was it?  
 

10. Kuvaile yläkouluaikaisia oppilas-opettajasuhteitasi. Miten tulit toimeen 
heidän kanssaan?  
Describe your pupil-teacher relationships. How did you get along with 
them?  
 

11. Miten  
 
a) opettajat  
b) rehtori 
c) opinto-ohjaaja 
d) koulukuraattori 
e) terveydenhoitaja tai koulupsykologi 

suhtautuivat, kun olit pois koulusta? Kerro joitain esimerkkejä.  
 
How did  
a) the teachers  
b) principal 
c) guidance counsellor 
d) school social worker 
e) school nurse or school psychologist 

react when you started being absent from school? Give some examples.  
 

12. Kuvaile opiskelumenestystäsi ja miten opintosi sujuivat, kun aloit olla 
pois koulusta?  
Describe your academic success and how did your absences affect it?  
 

13. Oliko sinulla oppimiseen liittyviä vaikeuksia? Jos oli, niin millaisia? 
Did you have educational difficulties? If yes, what kind of difficulties? 
 

14. Kerro yläkouluaikaisista kaverisuhteistasi.  
Describe your peer relationships during the lower secondary school. 
 

15. Kerro, millaista yhteistyötä vanhempiesi ja koulun välillä oli 

kouluakäymättömyyteen liittyen. 

Tell me about the co-operation between your parents and school related 

to your SAPs. 

 

Tuki / Support (research question 2 and 3) 
 
16. Kuvaile, miten olisit halunnut opettajien tai muun koulun henkilökunnan 

suhtautuvan poissaoloihisi?  

Describe how you would have wanted the teachers or other school 

personnel to react to your absences.  
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17. Millaista apua ja tukea olisit kaivannut opettajilta tai muulta koulun 
henkilökunnalta?  
What kind of help and support you would have wanted from the teachers 
or other school personnel? 

 
Paluu kouluun / Return back to school  

 
18.  Milloin palasit kouluun ja aloit olla enemmän paikalla? 

When did you start being present in school? 
 

19. Kerro syistä, joiden vuosi aloit olla enemmän paikalla koulussa. 
Tell me more about the reasons why you started being present in school. 
 

20. Miten opettajat vaikuttivat päätökseesi palata kouluun?  
How did your teachers affect your decision to return to school? 
 

21. Miten koulukaverisi auttoivat sinua palatessasi kouluun? Kerro joitain 
esimerkkejä. 
How did your peers help you return to school? Give some examples. 
 

 

Additional information 
 

22. Onko jotain, mitä haluaisit lisätä tai mitä ei ole tullut esiin aiemmin liittyen 
kouluakäymättömyyteesi? 
Is there something you would like to add and what you have not 
described earlier related to your school attendance problems? 
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APPENDIX 2. Information letter/permission letter for 

the parents and the interviewee 

 

Hei X:n opiskelija ja hänen huoltajansa! 

 

 

Peruskoulun aikainen kouluakäymättömyys ja runsaat poissaolot ovat lisääntyneet viime 

vuosina Suomessa. Tällä hetkellä tutkimuksista saatu tieto koskee kuitenkin pääasiassa 

opettajien ja muun koulun henkilökunnan näkemyksiä ja tietoa aiheesta. Olisi tärkeää 

nostaa esiin myös oppilaiden kokemuksia kouluakäymättömyydestä. 

 

Opiskelen muuttuvan kasvatuksen ja koulutuksen maisteriohjelmassa (Master’s 

Programme in Changing Education) Helsingin yliopistossa ja teen pro gradu -tutkielmaa 

kouluakäymättömyyteen liittyen. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on nostaa esiin yläkoulun 

päättäneiden nuorien kokemuksia kouluakäymättömyyteen liittyen. Tutkimus toteutetaan 

haastattelujen avulla ja tutkimukseen liittyvä tieto on luottamuksellista. Haastateltaviin 

liittyvät henkilökohtaiset tiedot (esim. nimi, paikkakunta, koulu) eivät ilmene 

tutkimuksesta. Tutkimus koskee vain yläkoulun aikaisia poissaoloja. Osallistuja saa 

palkkioksi osallistumisestaan 15 €:n S-ryhmän lahjakortin. 

 

Vastaan mielelläni tutkimusta koskeviin kysymyksiin: mirka.nenonen@helsinki.fi, puh. X. 

Tutkielmaani ohjaa professori Joseph Brojomohun-Gagnon 

(joseph.gagnon@helsinki.fi). 

 

Toivoisin saavani luvan haastatella lastanne tutkimusta varten ja pyytäisin teitä 

allekirjoittamaan liitteenä olevan suostumuslomakkeen. 

 

Mukavaa alkanutta syksyä! 

 

Ystävällisin terveisin 

Mirka Nenonen 
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TUTKIMUSSUOSTUMUS 

 

Olen tietoinen, että tutkimukseen osallistuminen on vapaaehtoista. Voin missä tahansa 

tutkimuksen vaiheessa keskeyttää tutkimukseen osallistumisen syytä ilmoittamatta. Jos 

peruutan antamani suostumuksen, tietojani ei enää käytetä tutkimuksessa. 

Haastattelussa kerätty aineisto (nauhoitus, litterointi) poistetaan tutkimuksen 

valmistuttua. 

 

Nimi:  

 

Haluan osallistua tutkimukseen  □ 

 

Päivämäärä:      

 

Allekirjoitus      

 

______________________________  

 

 

Nimenselvennys     

 

 

 

 

HUOLTAJAN SUOSTUMUS 

 

Annan suostumukseni haastatella lastani tutkimusta varten. 

 

Päivämäärä: 

 

Huoltajan allekirjoitus 

 

_______________________________  

 

 

Nimenselvennys 


