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1. [bookmark: _Toc214038379] Introduction
Question: Are current mental health interventions in an educational setting efficacious as reviewed in relevant peer-reviewed studies?
Purpose of review: To analyse current correlations between mental health and school absenteeism and the current interventions for school absenteeism.
School absenteeism of children and young people, namely emotionally based school absences (EBSA), has been a rising issue around the globe. This issue has been more evident during and after the repercussions of Covid-19 and worldwide lockdown. While Covid-19 and the precedent lockdown are not a topic of discussion within this research report, it is worth noting the negative impact it has had on children and young people’s mental health as assessed in a systematic review by Oliveira et al. (2022). 
Although EBSA is a sensible issue which needs to be dealt with the utmost care and consideration; current approaches by schools, local authorities and corresponding communities fail to address and resolve the root of this issue. Albeit, as mentioned before, this is a sensible issue; and under the presumption of bullying, inside and outside virtual borders, and other occurring influencing factors outside of school grounds are hard to control without external aid. External aid will naturally include local authorities, however the known help offered by local authorities is a jumble of laws which cause more harm than good, especially to parents, which in result ostracises them from other parents who don’t face EBSA concerns with their respective children. Therefore, recommendations will be reinforced towards the end of this research report.
Within this research report, the impact and correlation between mental health and neurodivergence and school absences, alongside recommendations and intervention plans for this issue, will be assessed and reviewed. This will be achieved through a scoping review of seven peer-reviewed studies, which later will be used as a staple for thematic analysis and a summary table.
2. [bookmark: _Toc214038380]Background
An article from 2024 prompted by McDonald and Pervez (2025) on legal actions against parents clearly emphasise the government does not have the people’s best interest in heart. A more recent article provided by BBC which highlights this is “Parents fined as daughter absent nearly 200 times” (Ashdown, 2025), a heading with negative connotations; however, it is the context which brings light to the situation. A SEN child which lucidly stated does not want to use the bus to travel to and from school, and yet from the “offered support”, only the mention of being offered a minibus drive is apparent. This touches on a topic which was discussed over earlier, school can only offer so much, it is ultimately the government and local authorities that bring about the change. However, the current “solution” offered is threatening with fines, imprisonment and community orders. Climatically, this does nothing to support children who struggle to get to school or the parents who are at their ends meet.
In some cases, school absences accumulate to the point where the parent have to take their children out of school and educate them through homeschooling, as per England’s Education Act (Sälzer et al., 2024) children need to either be educated at school or at home. This is a process which requires a lot of costs, both figuratively and literally. Aside from the abundance of resources this necessitates, parents will require to dedicate most of their time into homeschooling their children; all while needing to keep record and proof that they’re getting their children the minimum amount of education. Ultimately, the parent takes the role of the teacher with no qualification required. This will only affect the child’s education in the long run.
This research report aims to discuss the relation between school absences and mental health and neurodivergence; this includes autism, anxiety, ADHD and depression. Mentions of suicide and self-harm will be included as it is persistently a major cause of death in children and young people between the ages of 10-24 (Epstein et al., 2020). Despite the rising concern of school absenteeism, studies continue to highlight the lack of research done in specific areas. There is a plethora of reasons for school absenteeism, EBSA is one of many. The lack of studies could be due to the complexity surrounding the issue, and mainly due to the fact that each deep-rooted issues need research of their own (for example, lack of research on ADHD and hyperactivity/attention problems in relation to school absenteeism; OR autism; OR bullying; OR depression, rather than research on attendance alone).
Whitley et al. (2025) suggests that multidisciplinary researchers should cooperate together to find areas of research to bring light to why students are not going to school; similarly, prevention-focused researchers should provide research on how to avoid school absenteeism. As mentioned before, it is a difficult task to pin down the reason to absenteeism, as it is an experience lived differently by every child. However, this is why more research needs to be done, as well as cooperation from both government and local authorities to embraces change, as it is required if we want children to have a seamless education. As observed by Hamilton (2024), there is likely no one-way approach to EBSA, requiring “multi-tier systems of support”, once again highlighting the importance of more research to be able to ascertain solutions which fit the corresponding needs of the situation. There is an ongoing need for partnership and collaboration between multiple and/or various agencies to create interventions, policies, practices and to bring about change. These multidisciplinary collaborations allow to accommodate to specific groups, for example individuals with ADHD which are reported to have lower school attendance than neurotypical individuals (Heyne et al., 2024). 
In regard to existing intervention methods, positive behavioural support models are commonly used by schools to create an environment in which students can thrive in a safe and comfortable environment. Kearney and Graczyk (2020) converse about positive behavioural support models such as positive behavioural intervention and support (PBIS) and its achievements; including ameliorating academic performance, however not as much as other factors such student suspensions and explosions, bullying, social emotional intelligence and office behavioural referrals. Often time EBSA is derived from school environment as the chaos inside school grounds can cause distress, especially for neurodivergent individuals. Therefore, while it’s not an ultimatum resolve for the issue, PBIS can reduce the negative aspects in the environment students once viewed as unbearable or too much to handle.

3. [bookmark: _Toc214038381]Methods
In this research report, a systematic review was deemed most suitable. Various academic databases were used to attempt to collect peer-reviewed studies as accurate to the topic dealt in this research report as possible. These databases are as follows: ResearchGate, Bera Journals, Springer, Attendance Works, Sage Pub. These studies were collected during 20th October 2025 to 5th November 2025. Various searching strategies were used starting with keywords such as autism; OR anxiety; OR ADHD; OR depression; OR self-harm; OR suicidal ideations; OR recommendations; OR strategies; OR interventions AND “school absenteeism”, occasionally the search would be replaced with “emotionally based school absenteeism” for a broader array of results. The inclusion criteria are as follows: published between 2018-2025 to assure policies, intervention plans and strategies are as accurate as possible and not outdated, peer-reviewed journal articles, only articles written in English, articles from anywhere in the world were included as this is an international rising issue. Whereas exclusion criteria are as follows: not written in English, articles that did not focus on school absenteeism and mental health or neurodivergence, articles that primarily focus on Covid-19 or focused on mental health, but not school absenteeism. 
A portion of the selected studies are qualitative; however, some may include quantitative methods. This is because qualitative methods give voice to the individuals which may directly be affected by the issue at hand and allowing readers to understand the emotional depth. Whereas quantitative methods use demographic and numbers to demonstrate the scale at which the population is affected. Moreover, a thematic analysis approach will be used in this research report to ensure all selected articles answer the main review question addressed at the beginning of the report and have a relative connection to the purpose of the review. 
As this is a secondary research, ethical considerations are as follows: the analysis will focus on data and no personal opinions will interfere with the analysis (no bias), confidentiality of anyone involved in the selected articles and ensuring no untruthfulness is stated of the selected articles.

4. [bookmark: _Toc214038382] Results
11 peer-reviewed articles were selected initially and after screening four were removed because 2 of 4 were found to be the same/in relation to a selected article, 1 of 4 focused primarily on Covid-19 and lastly 1 of 4 focused primarily on the educational outcomes of autistic children. The seven selected articles focus on contributing factors for school absenteeism and gaps in research relating to the association between school absenteeism and contributing factors (anxiety, autism, depression, ADHD, and more). 

4.1 [bookmark: _Toc214038383]Relation between mental health (anxiety, depression, autism) and school absenteeism
	Author(s), Year
	Research Objective
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	Prosser and Birchwood, 2024
	Examine the correlation between EBSA and autistic children and young people (CYP)
	Systematic Review, 8 papers used
	Found correlations, other important facts such as bullying, anxiety and depression, autism and anxiety.
	Assesses ESBA in autistic CYP

	Esocffier et al., 2025
	Details “school refusal” of children on the autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
	PRISMA-ScR standards, 27 articles used
	Lack of research, SR found to be the first reason for absences in children with ASD
	Highlights lack of research, assesses “school refusal” in children with ASD

	Finning et al., 2019
	Poor school attendance and the correlation to anxiety (association with depression) 
	Systematic review, 11 studies
	Emphasises lack of research, found relation between absences and baseline anxiety symptoms
	Correlation between anxiety and school absenteeism

	Nordin et al., 2024
	Overview, explore gaps and identify future possibilities in research for school absenteeism in autistic children and adolescents
	PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews, 46 studies
	Higher chances for school absenteeism in children with autism
	Discerns the relation between school absenteeism and autism, offers insight for future research

	Sasso and Sansour, 2024
	Finding risk and factors for school absenteeism in children on the autism spectrum
	PRISMA, 18 studies
	Types of school absenteeism, frequency of absences (64% of children missed 1 day of school in a 23-days period, and more), multiple influencing factors
	Identifying factors for school absenteeism



The majority of the selected articles centre around EBSA, mental health and neurodivergence. This is to understand the relation between mental health (and any contributing factors), neurodivergence and school absenteeism. Being able to perceive poor school attendance as an early warning system could aid as a tool to identity children with anxiety (Finning et al., 2019); however, the same can be said about identifying children with depression and autism. Prosser and Birchwood (2024) analysed multiple factors for EBSA in autistic children and young people and found that anxiety, depression, social status or bullying can have correlations to one another. Whereas Escoffier et al. (2025) found “school refusal” to be the leading cause of poor school attendance in children on the autism spectrum disorder, higher chances of school absenteeism for children with autism was also found by Nordin et al. (2024). This was especially noticeable in Sasso and Sansour’s (2024) research where the frequency of school absenteeism in children on the autism spectrum was assessed over 18 studies, with 64% of children missing at least 1 day of school in a 23-days’ time frame.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc214038384]Relation between suicide/self-harm and school absenteeism
	Author(s), Year
	Research Objective
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	Epstein et al., 2020
	To find if school absenteeism increases self-harm and suicidal ideation
	PRISMA Guidelines and MOOSE Checklist, 32 studies
	School absenteeism caused an increase of 20% in odds of suicidal ideations and 37% in odds of self-harm
	Assesses impact of school absenteeism



Epstein et al. (2020) found a concerning correlation between school absenteeism and suicidal ideations and self-harm, with an increase of 20% in suicidal ideations and 37% in self-harm. 
4.3 [bookmark: _Toc214038385]Lack of Research
	Author(s), Year
	Research Objective
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	McDonald and Pervez, 2025
	To find potent school partnered interventions for EBSA
	Systematic review, 7 studies 
	Highlights lack of research, unable to assess effectiveness of interventions
	Assesses school interventions in regard to EBSA



A majority of the selected articles reported lack of research in regard to their respective studies (McDonald and Pervez, 2024; Finning et al., 2019; Escoffier et al., 2025).
5. [bookmark: _Toc214038386]Discussion
Observing the current selected articles, there is a clear correlation between autism and school absenteeism. However, other research acknowledges there are contributing factors, bullying being one of them; but also, other relating mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety, due to the fact that children on the autism spectrum often were diagnosed alongside anxiety and/or would score higher on sub-examinations for depression/anxiety (Escoffier et al., 2024; Prosser and Birchwood, 2025). Children on the autism spectrum are especially at higher risk of experiencing school absenteeism compared to their neurotypical peers (Prosser and Birchwood, 2025). However, due to the lack of longitudinal research as assessed by Finning’s et al. (2019) study, it is explicitly harder to conclude the effect of anxiety, generalized anxiety disorder, separation anxiety disorder or simple phobia on school absenteeism, although baseline anxiety symptoms were found to have correlated with school absenteeism more than the other factors. This could be a sign that EBSA does not often occur in children with anxiety, unless accompanied by other factors such as autism, depression or both. Although not enough research based evidence has been conducted to confidently make this claim; if this stance proves to have any significant truth to it, clinicians could potentially use attendance as a baseline to signal for these co-occurring factors such as autism, anxiety and depression in children who exhibit EBSA. Moreover, as stated by the majority of the selected articles on EBSA and autism, EBSA seems to be the most occurring reason for absence in children on the autism spectrum, as in another study 42.6% of pupils exhibited “school refusal” during a 20-day period (Nordin et al., 2024). Comparatively, Sasso and Sansour (2025) found that 72% of children with autism were chronically absent. This could be attributed to the research itself, while Nordin et al. (2024) reports on “school refusal”, Sasso and Sansour (2025) findings conclude overall absences in one of the studies researched. 
Furthermore, school absenteeism can indicate graver concerns such as suicide ideations and self-harm. The topic of depression was brought up earlier in co-occurrence with autism, however the existence of depression does not equal suicidal ideation and self-harm, although it can be an existing symptom that could go hand-in-hand. The following findings are based on Epstein’s et al. (2020) systematic review and meta-analysis.
· Increased rates of suicidal ideations, attempts and completed suicides in correlation to school absences and truancy.
· Suicide attempts had an increased rate at the ages of 14-21 in those who were truant in the ages of 11-15.
· A key finding was found where school absenteeism had correlations to an increase in odds of 20% in suicidal ideations and 37% in self-harm. 
These findings show clear risk factors of school absenteeism, completed suicide being one of the factors. Although the reported completed suicides happened outside of school years, there is a history of school absences and truancy to account for it. Therefore, using poor school attendance for early intervention is still viable and could potentially and drastically change the pupil’s life for the good.
Finally, McDonald and Pervez’s (2025) study dwells on school based interventions in regard to EBSA. The study provides a few interventions, namely Behavioural Treatment Approach, Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) and punitive measures. Punitive measures have already been addressed at the beginning of this research report and much alike McDonald and Pervez’s (2025) study, negative connotations were expressed. Unfortunately, strict punitive measures continue to be put into place. In reality interventions based on the children’s needs and CBT have a greater likelihood to work in a positive manner compared to punitive measures. The study was, however, unable to properly assess proper school interventions due to the lack of research in regard to this topic.
5.1 [bookmark: _Toc214038387]Gaps in Research
As mentioned previously, the majority of selected studies report a lack of research or lack of longitudinal evidence. This proved to hinder the attainment of higher quality results. Research on the correlation between school absenteeism and autism was greater, search on the correlation between ADHD and school absenteeism was conducted, but none of the selected articles made it past the screening (articles were not peer-reviewed). Whereas mentions of anxiety and depression were mentioned in co-existence with autism. Epstein et al. (2020) reportedly mentions that their research was the first systematic review to dwell on school absenteeism as a risk factor for self-harm and suicide ideations, once again highlighting that not enough research is being done on the effects and causes of school absenteeism. Other factors were not considered due to limitation in research, for example Prosser and Birchwood (2024) relay an imbalance in gender in their studies. Studies and practices may have differed due to regional and cultural differences, which were not accounted for. Moreover, due to an inconsistency in terminology fitter studies and articles might have been missed or unaccounted for while conducting a database search (Prosser and Birchwood, 2024; Esocffier et al., 2025; Nordin et al., 2024) 
5.2 [bookmark: _Toc214038388] Theoretical and practical implications
The probability of school absenteeism being caused by mental health or having adverse effects on mental health is a callout for a diversity of partnerships. Firstly, a researcher partnership is needed to collect information on the correlation and to identify suitable intervention methods. The topic of school absenteeism and its relating factors and risks possess different sub-categories as discussed throughout this research report (autism, anxiety, suicide ideations, and more), each deserving of its own research. Current interventions are not appropriate, and although more could be done does not mean it is done. Secondly, schools, clinics, local authorities, the government and any relevant party should contribute and collaborate to ensure children are getting the education they need while keeping a healthy mind and body. 
6. [bookmark: _Toc214038389]Conclusion and Recommendations
Findings show a clear connection between school absenteeism, mental health and neurodivergence; however, the lack of research on specific topics make it progressively difficult to draw a concise conclusion. There was greater research for autism in correlation to EBSA, these articles were also able to provide insight into several other contributing factors, such as anxiety, depression, bullying and more. However, there remains a need for further research, particularly longitudinal research to be able to identify how unattended school absenteeism affects the students on the longer term and what interventions are most effective. It has been observed in Onslow’s (2025) study that schools did not recognise mental health as a wider issue, therefore intervention was not adequately provided in time. A recognisable effort must be made by both school and the government to spread awareness on mental health and to equip itself with effective intervention and practice methods.
So, what are some of the current methods and how efficient are they?
6.1 [bookmark: _Toc214038390]School Interventions
Firstly, a common approach is a whole school approach. This approach consists of the help and assistance of a wider community, where school, students and the government work together to create an inclusive environment and promote mental wellbeing. This approach faces many challenges, implementation being one of the challenges, and the outcomes are inconsistent in terms of effectiveness (Goldberg et al., 2019).
Similarly, school-wide positive behaviour intervention and support works in a similar manner to whole school approach, although it is an approach with greater focus on achieving behavioural betterment in the student. The concept is alike in the sense that a safe and supportive environment is integrated. The effectiveness of this approach may vary as well; however, general findings find a substantial positive effect on the student’s behaviour and academic performance (Lee and Gage, 2020). 
Lastly, cognitive behaviour therapy is another approach that can be implemented in schools through counselling. Integrating cognitive behaviour therapy in school counselling is one way to ensure students can access mental health resources freely and with ease. González-Valero et al. (2019) contends that cognitive behaviour therapy is know for its effectiveness in ameliorating anxiety and depression symptoms.
Once again, more research needs to be done on intervention methods that can be applied both in and out of school. Current interventions lack reliability as there is little evidence of their effectiveness. 
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