
CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS
published: 28 June 2019

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2019.00061

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 1 June 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 61

Edited by:

Mats Granlund,

Jönköping University, Sweden

Reviewed by:

Nina Klang,

Uppsala University, Sweden

Despina Papoudi,

University of Birmingham,

United Kingdom

*Correspondence:

Glenn A. Melvin

glenn.melvin@deakin.edu.au

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Special Educational Needs,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Education

Received: 25 March 2019

Accepted: 14 June 2019

Published: 28 June 2019

Citation:

Melvin GA, Heyne D, Gray KM,

Hastings RP, Totsika V, Tonge BJ and

Freeman MM (2019) The Kids and

Teens at School (KiTeS) Framework:

An Inclusive Bioecological Systems

Approach to Understanding School

Absenteeism and School Attendance

Problems. Front. Educ. 4:61.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2019.00061

The Kids and Teens at School (KiTeS)
Framework: An Inclusive
Bioecological Systems Approach to
Understanding School Absenteeism
and School Attendance Problems
Glenn A. Melvin 1,2*, David Heyne 3, Kylie M. Gray 2,4, Richard P. Hastings 2,4,

Vaso Totsika 2,4,5, Bruce J. Tonge 2,4 and Mina Mirjana Freeman 4

1 School of Psychology, Faculty of Health, Deakin University, Burwood, VIC, Australia, 2Centre for Educational Development,

Appraisal and Research, University of Warwick, Coventry, United Kingdom, 3Developmental and Educational Psychology

Unit, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, Institute of Psychology, Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands,
4Department of Psychiatry, Centre for Developmental Psychiatry and Psychology, School of Clinical Sciences at Monash

Health, Monash University, Clayton, VIC, Australia, 5Division of Psychiatry, Faculty of Brain Sciences, University College

London, London, United Kingdom

Absence from school jeopardizes children’s and adolescents’ education and their

social and emotional development. Proximal and distal individual, parental, familial,

and environmental factors have been linked to absenteeism and the development and

maintenance of school attendance problems. The complex interaction among these

factors necessitates a multifactorial approach to understanding school absenteeism and

attendance problems. The current paper builds on recent calls to apply bioecological

systems frameworks when studying risk factors for school absenteeism and attendance

problems. The Kids and Teens at School (KiTeS) Framework presented here is an

application of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems model, incorporating candidate

factors of particular relevance to school absenteeism and attendance problems. The

current paper is also a response to the Warnock report which highlighted the need to

individualize educational supports for children and adolescents with disabilities, to foster

optimal educational outcomes. The KiTeS Framework is an inclusive framework, inclusive

of students with and without disabilities. It is envisaged that the KiTeS Framework

will provide guidance to researchers aiming to improve understanding of the factors

influencing absenteeism among all school-aged students, including those from minority

or vulnerable populations.
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INTRODUCTION

School, as construed by any culture, is essential for the cognitive and social-emotional development
of all children and adolescents (hereafter referred to as youth). It represents preparation for life
beyond school, irrespective of the youth’s abilities or disabilities (Warnock Report; Department
for Education and Science, 1978). Attending school can be understood as a behavior but also as a
developmental outcome because it is a marker of the youth’s developmental capacity to separate
from their caregiver and be engaged at school.
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Poor school attendance predicts lower academic achievement
over time (Hancock et al., 2013) and subsequent school drop out
(Barrington and Hendricks, 1989; Schoeneberger, 2012). Those
who leave school early are at greater risk of long term negative
outcomes, such as reduced employment and economic security,
poorer mental and physical health, and lower life expectancy,
compared to youth who complete schooling (Rumberger, 2011).

Absenteeism appears to be a universal problem. In the UK
in 2016–17, almost 11% of youth in state-funded primary
and secondary schools were classified as persistent absentees
for having missed 10% or more of school (United Kingdom
Department of Education, 2018). In the US chronic absenteeism
has been described as a “hidden crisis,” with nationwide data
showing that 16% of youth had absences of 15 or more days
during the 2015–16 school year (U.S Department of Education,
2016). An Australian report concluded that ∼30% of youth were
at some educational risk due to being absent from school for 10%
or more of the time (Western Australia Auditor General’s Report
16, 2015). In rural Karnataka, South India, 8% of lower caste
adolescent girls reported being frequently absent from school
(four or more days missed in a month; Prakash et al., 2017).
A study of youth in Mozambique found that 36.6% of those
surveyed reported being truant at least 1 day during a 30 day
period (Seidu, 2019). Research conducted by the Consortium
for Research on Educational Access, Transitions, and Equity
identified high rates of absenteeism in India and Ghana (Lewin,
2011). As the aforementioned studies illustrate, different cut offs
are used to define when absenteeism becomes problematic. This
is an important issue as Skedgell and Kearney (2018) found
that associations between problematic levels of absenteeism and
contributing factors differ according to the cut-off applied (1, 10,
15% absence).

While acknowledging that a consensus has not yet been
reached on an appropriate cut-off to define problematic
absenteeism, a body of research shows that a broad range
of individual, parental, familial, and environmental factors are
implicated in absenteeism and school attendance problems
(SAPs) (Kearney, 2016). Given this broad range of factors
spanning multiple contexts, some researchers have proposed
bioecological models to inform approaches to prevention and
intervention (Lyon and Cotler, 2009; Doren et al., 2014;
Guralnick, 2015; Gottfried and Gee, 2017). Bioecological models
typically position the individual at the center of a nested
hierarchy of environments that are understood to influence
the individual’s development over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1977;
Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). These environments extend
outward from the most immediate contexts experienced by the
individual (e.g., home, school) to broader contexts which impact
on the individual and their immediate environments in more or
less direct ways (e.g., educational policies, overarching societal,
cultural, and historical contexts).

Reasons for and Types of Absenteeism
Reasons for school absenteeism vary greatly. For example,
students may be absent due to an illness or medical appointment;
anxiety about being away from parents or being amongst other
youth at school; difficulty with school work or disinterest in

learning; because parents keep a child at home; family transport
problems; and the school’s exclusion of youth engaged in
problematic behavior at school. Often, absences are differentiated
according to whether they are excused (e.g., illness) or unexcused
(e.g., truancy), and there is some evidence that risk for
academic impairment is greater for students with unexcused
absences relative to those with excused absences (Gottfried, 2009;
Hancock et al., 2018a). In practice and research, it is difficult
to reliably establish whether absence is excused or unexcused,
and policy and practice differ within and between countries.
Moreover, the fact remains that absence for any reason is
a risk factor for negative student outcomes (Gottfried, 2009;
Hancock et al., 2013).

SAPs are often differentiated by type. Four types described by
Heyne et al. (2019) are school refusal, truancy, school withdrawal,
and school exclusion. There is some scientific support for
differential associations between psychosocial risk factors and
types of SAPs (Heyne et al., 2019). However, most research
into the multiple determinants of absenteeism does not usually
account for likely differential relationships between risk factors
and different types of absenteeism. Rigorous research accounting
for types of absenteeism may reveal that specific risk factors have
weaker or stronger relationships with absenteeism contingent
upon the type of absenteeism under investigation.

Absenteeism in Disadvantaged
Populations
It is concerning that youth facing relative disadvantage, such as
youth with disabilities and those from minority and indigenous
backgrounds, tend to be absent from school more than their
non-disadvantaged peers (Kearney, 2008; Hancock et al., 2013).
For example, studies have found that youth with intellectual and
development disabilities (IDD) have higher rates of absenteeism
than their typically developing peers and are less likely to
complete school, participate in tertiary education, or be in
paid employment after schooling (Australian Institute of Health
Welfare, 2008; U.S Department of Education, 2016; Gottfried
et al., 2017; United Kingdom Department of Education, 2018).
In Australia, only 49% of indigenous students in school years
1–10 attended 90% or more school days, compared to 79%
of non-indigenous students (Australian Curriculum Assessment
Reporting Authority, 2017). Further, Australian indigenous
youth in Western Australia, who account for ∼9% of all
students, represented half of all youth considered to be at severe
educational risk due to school absenteeism (Western Australia
Auditor General’s Report 16, 2015). School absenteeism has
thus been acknowledged as a priority social welfare issue for
education authorities.

There is a paucity of research addressing absenteeism among
youth with IDD, despite the increased risk for absenteeism in this
group. However, prior research has demonstrated that youth with
IDD have elevated known risk factors for absenteeism such as
higher rates of chronic and multiple health conditions and health
care utilization relative to youth without IDD (Boulet et al., 2009;
Schieve et al., 2012). The complex health needs of IDD youth
may partly explain their higher rates of school absenteeism. At

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 2 June 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 61

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Melvin et al. The Kids and Teens at School Framework

the same time, some youth with IDD may have a decreased risk
for particular types of SAPs. For example, youth with moderate
to severe intellectual disabilities may be less likely to truant from
school because they may find it more challenging to plan out-of-
school activities and to conceal their absence from parents and
school staff.

A few studies have addressed the question of whether the
reasons for absence differ between disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged populations. For example, Havik et al. (2015)
reported a tendency for youth with special educational needs to
explain their own absences in terms of truancy rather than school
refusal. Maynard et al. (2017) reported divergent risk patterns for
different racial/ethnic groups of truanting youth. One finding was
that non-Hispanic White youth using illicit drugs were at higher
odds of truanting relative to those not using illicit drugs, whereas
this difference was not observed among African-American youth
and Hispanic youth.

ORGANIZING RISK FACTORS FOR
ABSENTEEISM

Researchers across the fields of education, psychology, mental
health, sociology, and juvenile justice have identified a broad
range of individual, peer, family, school, and environmental
factors associated with school absenteeism and SAPs (Kearney,
2008, 2016). These factors include but are not limited to student
physical and mental health (Egger et al., 2003; Allison and
Attisha, 2019), family and neighborhood socio-economic status
(SES; Zhang, 2003; Gottfried, 2014), family functioning (Carless
et al., 2015), parent mental health (Bahali et al., 2011), school
climate (Hendron and Kearney, 2016), and social norms and
practices (Prakash et al., 2017). As noted above, given the
diversity of factors, some researchers have proposed multi-
systemic approaches to understand and respond to absenteeism,
aiming to integrate knowledge gained across various fields (Lyon
and Cotler, 2009; Kearney, 2016; Guralnick, 2017; Prakash et al.,
2017). It has been argued that models based on bioecological
and developmental systems, which attend to the interaction of
factors across multiple contexts, offer a useful way to navigate the
complexity of absenteeism and SAPs (Benner et al., 2008; Lyon
and Cotler, 2009; Doren et al., 2014; Guralnick, 2015).

Indeed, research indicates that a combination of risk factors
may better explain the development and maintenance of
absenteeism and SAPs, with no single factor determinative (Ingul
et al., 2012; Hancock et al., 2018b; Skedgell and Kearney, 2018).
For example, Gottfried and Gee (2017) applied Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological systems model to examine the determinants of
chronic absenteeism in US pre-school students. Factors across
various domains, including child attributes and environmental
factors, interacted in their influence on chronic absenteeism.
The authors found that students who were broadly defined
as having a disability (based on school records indicating
an individualized education program) and who were in the
low SES group had lower odds of being chronically absent
than low SES students without disability. This finding was
somewhat unexpected given prior research linking low SES to

absenteeism and showing higher rates of absenteeism among
students with disabilities (Ingul et al., 2012; Balkis et al., 2016;
Gottfried et al., 2017). Gottfried and Gee (2017) speculated that
parents of pre-school children with disabilities and from low
SES environments may place emphasis on their child being at
school to receive specialized services they could not otherwise
afford. The study provides a useful example of how individual
level factors (e.g., child’s age, disability status) can combine
with factors at other levels (e.g., SES, access to services) to
influence attendance.

According to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems model,
human development is driven by ongoing interactions between
the person and elements of their immediate environment,
referred to as proximal processes. For school-aged youth,
proximal processes related to absenteeism and SAPs include the
interactions they have with parents, siblings, friends, and peers,
as well as their engagement in morning and evening routines,
learning, and extra-curricular activities. The impact of proximal
processes on development is understood to vary as a function
of individual characteristics (e.g., social skills, personality) and
variables spanning multiple ecological contexts (e.g., family,
school) as well as broader social contexts and changes over
time (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006).
Accordingly, the fundamental elements of bioecological models
are referred to as process—person—context—time.

Bioecological models typically depict the child embedded
in a hierarchy of systems. Immediately surrounding the child
is the microsystem, the environments in which proximal
processes occur (e.g., family, school, community). Surrounding
the microsystem is the mesosystem which is composed of
associations between elements of the child’s microsystem, such
as connections between parents and teachers. At the next level
is the exosystem encompassing those settings that influence
elements of the microsystem but are not experienced directly by
the child (e.g., a parent’s work setting; parent and sibling social
networks; local health and social services, and infrastructures).
Additional levels include the macrosystem and the chronosystem.
Themacrosystem encompasses broader cultural and institutional
norms and beliefs and SES (e.g., family SES; community
attitudes to people with disabilities). The chronosystem
encompasses the influence of time on development (e.g.,
timing of significant events; changes in systems over time) which
can manifest across a number of domains including cultural and
societal values, community attitudes, government policies, and
economic stability.

The interplay of proximal and distal factors on school
attendance can be illustrated by the proximal processes involved
in preparing for school in the morning. The morning routine
typically involves some level of cooperation between the child
and family members and may be influenced by many individual
child characteristics such as age, functional abilities, and mental
and physical health. Such child factors may interact with the
mental health and wellbeing of parents as well as the family’s
functioning (Egger et al., 2003; Bahali et al., 2011; Carless et al.,
2015). A depressed parent who lets their anxious child stay at
home to give them “a day off” may base their decision, in part,
on their own need for support or the desire to avoid the stress
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associated with getting their child to school in the morning. In
turn, a child with separation anxiety who is allowed to remain
home is relieved of their anxiety when they observe their parent
and feel assured that the parent is safe. Exosystem factors such
as a parent’s employment (Ingul et al., 2012), school start times
(Bowers and Moyer, 2017; McKeever and Clark, 2017), and
transport options (Gottfried, 2017) might also exert an influence
on proximal processes. Such distal factors may differentially
influence attendance outcomes for special populations such
as indigenous students or those with a disability. It is well
established that youth with IDD, for example, are more likely
than typically developing peers to live in low income, single
parent, or unemployed households and poorer neighborhoods
(Emerson et al., 2010b). Moreover, socio-economic risk factors
are linked to poorer mental and physical health in children with
IDD and their parents (Emerson et al., 2006, 2010a; Emerson
and Hatton, 2007). In turn, poor mental and physical health
in parents and children are known risk factors for absenteeism
and SAPs (Allison and Attisha, 2019). Bioecological models
that focus on the interaction of factors across domains are,
therefore, in line with trends in disability research to shift
the focus from individual factors to an understanding of how
broader cultural and structural factors, including educational
settings, impede the development of students with disabilities
(Mittler, 2015).

There have been calls for more research on factors influencing
absenteeism and SAPs among disadvantaged populations, such
as students from diverse ethnic backgrounds along with those
with disabilities, to better understand potentially unique risk
profiles (Zubrick et al., 2006; Lyon and Cotler, 2007; Gee,
2018). Moreover, there is no conceptual framework which
is explicitly inclusive of factors relevant to disadvantaged
populations. Efforts to improve school attendance, educational
outcomes, and lifelong outcomes for these disadvantaged
populations requires a better understanding of the determinants
of absenteeism.

Research on absenteeism and SAPs in typically developing
populations provides a useful starting point for examining the
same phenomena in other student sub-groups, including those
experiencing disadvantage. However, absenteeism and SAP types
and their key risk and protective factors may differ across
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged groups. A comprehensive
research framework is needed to ascertain whether there are
meaningful differences in the pathways to absenteeism and
SAPs between and among the various populations of students.
Research informed by a broad framework relevant to all student
populations may have important implications for prevention and
intervention for absenteeism and SAPs, including family support,
school policy, community services, and culturally sensitive
school adaptations.

The Kids and Teens at School (KiTeS) Framework—applies
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems model to facilitate
research that builds knowledge about attendance and absence
among all school students, including those from disadvantaged
populations (see Figure 1). The framework seeks to inform
research on the development, maintenance, and alleviation of
school absenteeism and SAPs.

THE KITES FRAMEWORK

The KiTeS Framework uses the conceptual structure of
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model including micro-, meso-,
macro-, exo-, and chrono-systems to organize factors known
to influence human development (Bronfenbrenner and Morris,
2006). We also describe the extant literature in its relationship
with the factors included in the framework.

We place youth characteristics operating at the micro- and
meso-system level at the center of the KiTeS Framework
because of their key influence on the interactions between
the individual and their environment (i.e., proximal processes).
Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) conceptualized person
characteristics as demand, resource, and force characteristics.
Demand characteristics are features of the person that are
directly apparent to others and invite or discourage interactions
and reactions. Examples include age, gender, and appearance.
Resource characteristics refer to a person’s skills, abilities,
experiences, and disabilities which can influence the capacity of
the person to engage in proximal processes. Force characteristics
are considered the shapers of development as they refer
to behavioral dispositions that either support or disrupt
proximal processes and therefore development. Examples
include responsiveness, distractibility, and emotional regulation.

Demand characteristics such as age and gender have been
associated with absenteeism and SAPs. Absence rates tend
to increase as students get older and move through school,
peaking in high school (Hancock et al., 2013; U.S Department
of Education, 2016; Skedgell and Kearney, 2018). Links between
gender and absenteeism are somewhat mixed and may differ by
type of SAP (Havik et al., 2015; Maynard et al., 2017; Skedgell
and Kearney, 2018). Race and ethnicity are also associated with
chronic absenteeism, with US national data showing American
Indian, Pacific Islander, and Black students more likely to be
absent for three or more weeks compared with their White peers
(U.S Department of Education, 2016). Indigenous Australian
youth are also at greater risk of absenteeism and they are more
adversely affected by absence than are non-disadvantaged peers
(Hancock et al., 2013).

A range of resource characteristics are linked to absenteeism
and SAPs, including biological and psychological factors such
as functional limitations, acute and chronic illness, mental
health conditions and sleep (McShane et al., 2001; Egger et al.,
2003; Houtrow et al., 2012; Hysing et al., 2015; Allison and
Attisha, 2019). Specific learning disabilities, IDD, and neuro-
developmental conditions are also associated with absenteeism
(Redmond and Hosp, 2008; Gottfried et al., 2017; Black and
Zablotsky, 2018).

Self-regulation, a force characteristic according to
Bronfenbrenner and Morris’ conceptualization, has been
found to negatively associate with absenteeism (Balkis et al.,
2016). Similarly, attitudes toward school and perceptions of
academic ability have been linked to absenteeism and these
might best be viewed as force characteristics given their influence
on a student’s active orientation toward school (Green et al.,
2012; Balkis et al., 2016). Mental health conditions, including
anxiety, mood disorders, and externalizing behavior problems
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FIGURE 1 | The KiTeS bioecological systems framework for school attendance and absence.

such as inattention, impulsiveness, and hyperactivity are
developmentally disruptive and are linked to absenteeism and
SAPs (McShane et al., 2001; Egger et al., 2003; Ingul et al.,
2012; Kearney, 2016). While these disorders are considered
resource characteristics (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006), their
symptoms, such as anxiety, low affect, and cognitive impairment
impact on force characteristics such as social avoidance, self-
regulation, inattention, and motivation and are likely to invite or
discourage responses from others and impact the likelihood of
proximal processes being initiated or sustained.

There is evidence that youth with IDD experience increased
rates of resource and force characteristics linked to absenteeism.
These include, for example, chronic physical health conditions,
mental health and behavior problems, functional limitations, and
sleep problems (Einfeld et al., 2006; Cotton and Richdale, 2010;
Emerson et al., 2010a; Oeseburg et al., 2011; Houtrow et al.,
2012; Green et al., 2015; Black and Zablotsky, 2018). Accordingly,
youth with IDD may be at greater risk for absenteeism and
SAPs. Evidence that the academic functioning of disadvantaged
students is more adversely affected by absences (Hancock et al.,
2013) points to IDD populations potentially facing greater
educational risks on account of absenteeism.

The KiTeS Framework identifies a range of parent, family,
and school factors at the micro- and meso- levels that

may influence proximal processes and factors implicated in
absenteeism and SAPs. Important parent factors include parental
stress, mental and physical health, and parenting styles (Dura
and Beck, 1988; Corville-Smith et al., 1998; Martin et al.,
1999; Hastings, 2002; Herring et al., 2006; Lipstein et al., 2009;
Bahali et al., 2011; Woodman et al., 2015). Parental attitudes
to school and parental involvement in their child’s schooling
are also relevant because these factors are linked to youth’s
academic achievement and school engagement which are factors
associated with school attendance (Newman, 2005; Jeynes, 2007;
Doren et al., 2012).

At the family level, family composition (Bernstein and
Borchardt, 1996), family functioning (Corville-Smith et al.,
1998; Carless et al., 2015), and family dynamics (Kearney
and Silverman, 1995) have been linked to absenteeism and
SAPs. School factors at the micro- and meso- system levels
include aspects of school climate, a multi-dimensional construct
encompassing teacher, student, and peer relationships; feelings
of safety and inclusion at school; levels of academic and social
support; the quality of the school’s physical environment; and
connections within the broader school community including
parents (Cohen et al., 2009). Positive school climate is associated
with a number of positive school outcomes such as academic
achievement, fewer student behavior problems, and better
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attendance rates (Faircloth and Hamm, 2005; Freeman et al.,
2015; Hendron and Kearney, 2016; Roorda et al., 2017;
Van Eck et al., 2017).

Factors at the exo- andmacro-system level are identified in the
KiTeS Framework due to their links to absenteeism and SAPs.
These factors include housing instability (Fantuzzo et al., 2013;
Deck, 2017), socio-economic status (Zhang, 2003; Balkis et al.,
2016), and neighborhood characteristics such as poverty and
the household size and age of neighbors (Gottfried, 2014). With
respect to neighborhood characteristics, Gottfried (2014) found
that absenteeism increased as neighbor household size increased
and, conversely, decreased as average neighbor age increased.
Structural barriers such as a lack of transport infrastructure and
living in remote locations are also associated with absenteeism
(Hancock et al., 2013; Gottfried, 2014).

Exo-system factors related to the school domain such
as classroom setting, school type, and school organizational
factors also show some links to absenteeism and SAPs
(Gottfried et al., 2017; Lenhoff and Pogodzinski, 2018).
For example, Lenhoff and Pogodzinski (2018) found that
school organizational effectiveness moderated the influence of
demographic and individual level factors (sex, race/ethnicity,
special educational status, English language learner status, and
economic disadvantage) on absenteeism in US state schools but
not in charter schools (publicly funded independent schools).
A study by Gottfried et al. (2017) found that the risk of
chronic absenteeism was lower for mainstream school students
with disabilities (broadly defined by special educational needs
and including students with emotional problems) who received
instruction in classrooms among a higher percentage of typically
developing students (inclusive classrooms) compared to students
with disabilities receiving instruction in separate classrooms
among fewer typically developing students (exclusive classroom).
Further, students who received part-time instruction with a
special education teacher in inclusive classrooms were less likely
to be chronically absent compared to students who had the same
disabilities but were in contact with special education teachers
full-time in the inclusive classrooms.

Factors at the exo- and macro- system levels may be
particularly salient to disadvantaged populations. Youth with
IDD are more likely to be exposed to risks of socio-economic
disadvantage such as living in low income or unemployed
households, poorer neighborhoods, and single parent households
compared to their typically developing peers (Emerson and
Hatton, 2007). These distal factors are considered within the
KiTeS Framework given they may exert a particular influence on
absenteeism and SAPs in disadvantaged populations.

Within the macro-system, attitudes toward education vary
between cultural groups and may impact attendance rates.
There is evidence of variability across cultural groups in
parent’s beliefs and behaviors regarding their children’s education
which may influence how parents socialize their child to
school (Stevenson and Lee, 1990; Taylor et al., 2004). For
example, in a cross-cultural study, Stevenson and Lee found
that Chinese and Japanese mothers held higher standards for
their child’s academic achievement than did American mothers
and they also endorsed the importance of academic effort to

a greater degree than American mothers. Cultural attitudes
toward persons with disabilities also vary. In the Australian
multi-cultural context, there is some evidence that cultural
groups differ in their acceptance of persons with disabilities
(Westbrook et al., 1993). A report from Victoria, Australia, noted
that students with disabilities from culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds may be missing more school because of
cultural views about the benefits and cultural relevance of
mainstream education (Victorian Equal Opportunity Human
Rights Commission, 2012). The KiTeS Framework prompts
researchers to consider such factors when investigating risks for
absenteeism in disadvantaged populations.

With respect to the chronosystem, absenteeism that occurs
early in schooling places students at increased risk for
absenteeism in later years (Hancock et al., 2013). Different
constellations of risk factors for absenteeism are also likely to be
influential at different ages. For example, Skedgell and Kearney
(2018) found that rates of absenteeism differed across school
grades. Similarly, separation anxiety may be a more influential
risk factor for the SAP school refusal at younger ages (Last
and Strauss, 1990). Consideration of chronosystem factors is
thus required to achieve a comprehensive understanding of
absenteeism and SAPs.

ADVANCING RESEARCH WITH THE KITES
FRAMEWORK

The KiTeS Framework, based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological
systems model, offers an inclusive structure to inform research.
It highlights the complex array of factors within the micro-,
meso-, macro-, and chrono-systems, that may contribute
to school absenteeism and SAPs amongst diverse student
populations. A strength of the KiTeS Framework is that it
demands the consideration of multiple levels of influence on
school absenteeism and SAPs by placing the child within a
nested framework of interacting systems. The Framework is
relevant to many disciplines, including but not limited to
education, psychology, psychiatry, pediatrics, disability, youth
justice, social work, sociology, and criminal justice and is
well placed to inform the development of a multi-disciplinary
research agenda for absenteeism and SAPs which the field is
currently lacking.

As noted earlier, several student populations experience
elevated levels of, and vulnerability to, absenteeism and SAPs,
including indigenous youth and those with disabilities. The
KiTeS Framework is applicable to all student populations and
fosters examination of the interacting factors that may underlie
increased risk for different groups of students. The KiTeS
Framework is equally applicable to research into protective
factors that promote attendance, counteracting risk factors for
the development of absenteeism and SAPs. To-date, the literature
in the field has had a greater focus on understanding risk factors
for absenteeism and non-attendance. However, the development
of interventions to prevent and reduce SAPs will need to target
both a reduction in risk factors and an increase in protective
factors. The Framework offers a comprehensive context for
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exploring risk and protective factors to help explain absenteeism
and SAPs and develop appropriate interventions.

IMPLICATIONS

It is envisaged that the knowledge gained through research
guided by the KiTeS Framework will inform the development
of interventions to prevent absenteeism and reduce SAPs. Lyon
and Cotler (2009) have argued that traditional psychological
interventions for SAPs, which largely focus on individual child
factors, should be complemented by knowledge of the influence
of factors at other levels, such as broader school, family, and
policy levels. Research informed by the KiTeS framework might
also influence policies and laws on school attendance and
absenteeism by yielding policy-relevant research data. Although
policies and laws around absenteeism evidently change over time,
the empirical basis for these changes appears to be lacking (e.g.,
Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019).

There are scientific and practice advantages associated with
the explicitly inclusive objective of the KiTeS Framework,
whereby the needs and experiences of disadvantaged populations
are acknowledged, including those with special education
needs. The complexities of these youths’ lives are challenging
for researchers and practitioners who wish to understand
school absenteeism and SAPs among these youth. An inclusive
framework can help reduce inequalities in the longer term by
ensuring that organizations and systems are enabled to develop

and provide interventions and supports that consider the needs
of all children—those with and without disadvantage.

CONCLUSION

School attendance is important for youths’ optimal development.
A comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay of
protective and risk factors for school attendance and absence
is critical. The KiTeS Framework applies Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological systems framework to guide research toward an
inclusive and multifactorial examination of absenteeism and
SAPs. It is hoped that research informed by the framework will
yield data directly relevant for enhancing prevention programs,
tailoring interventions to the needs of those displaying SAPs, and
informing evidence-based policies and laws. In turn, these will
help improve school attendance, educational outcomes, and the
social and emotional well-being of all youth.
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