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Summary 

This Data Insight examines factors linked to higher levels of school absence among secondary school 

pupils in Scotland. The analysis finds that pupils from low-income households are twice as likely to 

miss 10% or more of the academic year (a widely used measure of persistent absence). Additional 

support needs (ASN) and mental health difficulties are also strongly associated with missing school. 

Authorised absences are more common among pupils with health-related needs, while unauthorised 

absences are strongly linked to poverty, care experience and social-emotional difficulties. Poverty 

and emotional wellbeing, especially in combination, have negative effects on school attendance 

(Behrens et al., 2026). 

 

What we did 

We used linked administrative data from Scotland to investigate factors linked to school absence in 

secondary education. The data included school attendance records, demographic information from the Pupil 

Census, information on long-term health conditions of children and parents from the 2011 Census, and 

prescription medication used in mental health. Some of these prescriptions may not be exclusively 

prescribed for mental health diagnoses but also for other health indications (Public Health Scotland, 2021). 

  

Our analysis covered all pupils from secondary stage 1 (S1) to secondary stage six (S6) at public schools in 

Scotland during the 2014/15, 2016/17 and 2018/19 academic years. We were interested in three outcomes: 

• whether a pupil was persistently absent (defined as missing 10% or more of the academic year) and 

the probabilities of persistent absence by school stage and pupil characteristics; 

• the association between authorised absence, school stage and pupil characteristics; 

• the association between unauthorised absence, school stage and pupil characteristics. 

  

In Scotland, schools typically run for 380 half-day sessions in an academic year (equivalent to 190 full days). 
Authorised and unauthorised absence refer to categories set out in Scottish Government guidance (2019). 
 
We examined how absence patterns related to a range of pupil and family characteristics varied. These 

included socioeconomic disadvantage (measured through free school meal registration), care experience, 

additional support needs (ASN), a record of mental health related prescriptions, and long-term health 

conditions reported by children and parents. 

Introduction 
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What we found 
 

The proportion of secondary school pupils missing at least 10% of the school year has increased over time. 

Around one in four pupils missed at least 10% of the school year in 2014/15. By 2018/19, it was nearly one 

in three. Absence rates rise as pupils moved through and into the later stages of secondary school, 

particularly from S3 to S5. This pattern is likely further influenced by the fact that compulsory education in 

Scotland ends after S4. The biggest difference in persistent absence is linked to household income. Pupils 

who had ever been registered for free school meals had an up to 44% probability of being persistently absent. 

This means pupils from low-income households were about twice as likely to miss 10% or more of the school 

year than their peers. Additional support needs, which in Scotland cover a wider range of needs than Special 

Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in England, were also linked to higher levels of persistent absence. 

Pupils with recorded support needs had a 31-35% probability of persistent absence, compared with 22-25% 

for pupils without support needs. This means pupils with support needs were around a third more likely to 

be persistently absent, although the gap was still smaller than the much larger difference associated with 

household income. 

Figure 1. Probabilities of being persistently absent by educational stage and pupils’ characteristics. 

 

 Most of the variation in authorised absence (99.7%) and unauthorised absence (97.7%) occurred within 

schools, which indicates only very small differences between schools or local authorities. This contrasts with 

exclusions where school-level and local authority-level variation is more pronounced (Troncoso et al., 2024). 

For authorised absence, pupils from low-income households had around 50% more authorised half-days of 

absence than their peers. For example, if a typical pupil had 20 authorised half-days of absence (equivalent 

to 10 full days), a pupil from a low-income household would have around 30 authorised half-days.  
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Mental health-related prescriptions were also strongly linked to authorised absence: pupils who had ever 

received such prescriptions had almost twice as many authorised half-days of absence as those who had 

never been prescribed any. 

Unauthorised absence showed a different pattern. It increased as pupils moved through secondary school, 

with the highest rates in S5 and S6. Socioeconomic disadvantage, again, played a major role: pupils who had 

ever been registered for free school meals had noticeably more unauthorised absences. For example, in 

some years they missed around one to three more half-days without a recorded reason than pupils who had 

never been registered. For pupils with social-emotional needs, this gap widened further, with pupils missing 

around nine to eleven more half-days of school without a recorded reason than their peers. These patterns 

were consistent across all three academic years. 

 

Figure 2. Estimated half-days of unauthorised absence by FSM registration and social-emotional needs. 

Note: results are conditioned on 380 half-days of possible school attendance at stage S3, with other 

covariates held at their population-level. 

  

Note: results are conditioned on 380 half-days of possible school attendance at stage S3, with other 
covariates held at their population-level. 
 

Why it matters 
 
Understanding why pupils miss school is important because school absence can reflect wider 

inequalities in children’s lives. This research shows that patterns of persistent, authorised and 

unauthorised absence are shaped more strongly by pupils’ circumstances than by differences 

between schools. These findings point to structural issues that affect whether pupils attend school, 

some of which may not be resolved by schools alone.  
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Other research has also evidenced that poverty negatively affects parents’ and children’s mental 

health (Treanor & Troncoso, 2022) and that long-term physical, neurodevelopmental and mental 

health needs are linked to higher levels of school absence (Finning et al., 2022). 

  

Socioeconomic disadvantage shows a consistent association with absence across all three measures. 

Financial constraints impact children’s wellbeing and ability to participate in education. Additional 

support needs and mental health difficulties are also strongly associated with an increased risk of 

school absence which reaffirms the importance of accessible and well-resourced support services at 

school and via other providers. The intersection of socioeconomic disadvantage and emotional 

wellbeing can result in higher unauthorised school absence. Absence can be regarded as a symptom 

of structural inequalities affecting children and families, including poverty, health needs and family 

stress, and is not simply the result of individual choice (Treanor & Troncoso, 2023). Policies that 

reduce child poverty, strengthen mental health support and address the barriers faced by families 

are central to ensuring that all young people can engage with and benefit from their education. 

 

What's next? 

Several questions remain about why some pupils are more likely than others to miss school and these 

will guide our future work. An important next step is to look more closely at care experienced young 

people. Their lower levels of authorised absence but higher levels of unauthorised absence suggest 

that different types of care placements and the stability they provide may influence attendance in 

different ways. Access to more detailed data on the type and duration of placements would allow us 

to explore these patterns in detail. 

The research team will also focus on the role of long-term health conditions drawing on the Census 

2022 data. Using longitudinal approaches, we continue to examine how school attendance develops 

and varies over time. By modelling attendance across primary and secondary school for pupils with 

different types of additional support needs, we aim to identify when gaps in attendance begin to 

widen, what factors are associated with widening gaps and who is most at risk. 
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ADR Scotland (Administrative Data Research Scotland) transforms public sector data into linkable, 
research-ready resources for the public good. ADR Scotland curates a wide variety of linked 
administrative datasets housed within Scotland’s National Safe Haven, focusing on our 5 main 
research themes - 

• Children & Young People: Datasets include the Pupil Census, Attendance and Absences, 
Exclusions; and the Scottish Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) dataset.  

• Health, Mental Health and Social Care: Includes data on prescriptions, census microdata, 
social care; and the Looked After Children Longitudinal Dataset. 

• Crime and Justice 
• Housing and Environment 
• Work, Welfare and the Economy 

 

ADR Scotland aims to: 

• Deliver impact for the public, policymakers, data owners and civil society 
• Increase the value and use of existing data 
• Create a transferable body of knowledge and increase the utility of existing data 
• Support methodological innovation, particularly in data linkage 
• Build research capacity and skills across the community 
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