Jayita Mehdi

jayita.mehdi@gmail.com

Enrolled, yet Absent
Voices from South-West Delhi

Abstract

This paper attempts a micro-level understanding of the issue of absenteeism. It is based
on a qualitative research study of the factors that adversely affect student attendance. The
implications of student absenteeism and the possible ways of addressing the issue are

discussed.

Introduction

It was my personal experience as a teacher
that led me to realise how grave the issue
of student absenteeism is. Absenteeism
was a persistent problem that hindered the
learning and development of the students
not only in my class, but in the entire school.
I realised that it was a loop that children
could not get out of as it would become their
habit to be absent on a regular basis even
without reason despite their tremendous
potential to do well not only in academics
but extracurricular activities as well. In my
experience, the children most absent were
usually the ones lagging behind the most in
academics and were usually also the ones
who did not conform to socially acceptable
behaviour.!

This first-hand, grass-root level experience
made me curious about the situations,
relationships, mind-sets and values that
influence the regularity with which a child
attends school. While I had some idea of
the factors that result in absenteeism, I
undertook primary and secondary research

1 Socially acceptable behaviour is the values and
norms individuals are expected to abide by in
their everyday life. What is considered socially
acceptable may vary across geographical loca-
tions and may be determined by culture, religion,
caste, or class, for example.

on this issue for a deeper understanding of
its multiple aspects.

In section 2 of the paper, I define
absenteeism, and lay out the importance of
studying it. Section 3 includes the method
of study. Section 4 entails the key findings
of the study i.e. the reasons behind student
absenteeism and the implications of such
absence. Section 5 sums up the article with
some recommendations to address this
issue.

What is Absenteeism?

Absenteeism is absence from school, with
or without a valid reason (Akbash, Sahin,
& Yilmaz, 2017). It is the “temporary
cessation of the student, when his presence
is expected”. The percentage of attendance
is the number of days the student attended
the school, multiplied by 100 and divided
by the number of days the school worked.
The percentage of absence is the percentage
of attendance subtracted from 100 (Rama,
Anitha, & Reddy, 2014).

The term ‘absenteeism’ must be
distinguished from the term “ruancy’.
Truancy is when a student deliberately
stays away from school without permission.?
2 ‘Skipping’, ‘mitching’, ‘dodging’, ‘skiving’, ‘bunk-

ing’, ‘going missing’ are some other terms for tru-
ancy (Akbash, Sahin, & Yilmaz, 2017).
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Absenteeism, on the other hand, may or
may not be deliberate. Thus, truancy comes
under the umbrella term of absenteeism.

Why Talk About Absenteeism?

Absence from school can become a habit for
children if not checked in the early stages.
There is, therefore, a direct relationship
between prolonged absence and dropping
out. Chronically absent children are likely to
slip out of the education system.

Recurrent absenteeism is a key forecaster
of non-success in school and possibly in
higher education too. Better and regular
school attendance is linked to higher
academic performance of children of all
backgrounds (Bonface, 2017).

Reavis and Pierce (1953) note that “(a)
child must be physically present in school
if he is to derive maximum benefit”. Absence
is the preliminary step that leads to wastage
and stagnation (Rama, Anitha, & Reddy,
2014). It leads to the child being exposed
to limited opportunities, both during and
after schooling; this results in their potential
being untapped and their capabilities being
underutilised.

In India, the Right to Education Act, 2009
mandates “free and compulsory education to
all children of the age of six to fourteen years.”
As per Section 8 of the Act, “compulsory
education” means to“ensure compulsory
admission, attendance and completion of
elementary education by every child of the age
of six to fourteen years.” A child’s absence,
whether continuous or intermittent, is a sign
of attendance being treated as an option
instead of as compulsory. Section 24 sub-
section (e) of Act requires teachers to “hold
regular meetings with parents and guardians
and apprise them about the regularity in
attendance, ability to learn, progress made in
learning and any other relevant information
about the child”. This clearly shows that
regular attendance is a crucial part of the
right to education.

There is thus widespread acknowledgment
that absenteeism comes in the way of an
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effective educational experience. If any
serious attempt is to be made to address
the issue, it is crucial to understand the
circumstances in the child’s school, home or
community, that lead to absenteeism.

The Need for Qualitative Research
on Absenteeism

A report by the U.S. Department of Education
in 2013-14 defines student absence of 15
or more days in a school year as chronic
absence and lays out its causes and remedial
measures. India, however, does not yet have
a set procedure to identify, track and deal
with cases wherein students are absent for
even as long as half the academic year, i.e.
approximately a 100 days a year. There has
been much discussion in India on school
dropouts, but not much on absenteeism,
in particular, student absenteeism. Thus
there is no official document which specifies
the minimum percentage of days a student
is required to be present in school, barring
class 10th and 12th that require minimum
75 percent attendance in an academic
year. The highly cited Probe Report (Public
Report on Basic Education in India, 1999)
mentions teacher absenteeism eight times
but it mentions student absenteeism only
once. There have been some measures taken
to deal with absenteeism such as the Sarva
Shiksha Abhiyan, but the rates of absence
are still alarmingly high. In India, continuous
absence can lead to children being considered
drop outs, and their names being struck off
the rolls. However, what period of time is
considered continuous absence varies from
state to state. For instance, in Gujarat, it is
90 continuous days and, in stark contrast,
it is 7 continuous days in Karnataka. One
must note that sporadic and irregular
absence does not lead to striking names
off the roles; only continuous absence is
considered. Therefore, in Karnataka,absence
of even, say, 90 days a year does not lead to
termination of admission, as long as it is not
continuous. Irregular or sporadic attendance
is a major problem that is not recorded or
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reflected in official figures (Bhatty, Saraf, &
Gupta, 2017).

In a review of the literature, I found that
a majority of existing studies focus primarily
on school drop-outs, and some only touch
upon absenteeism. A few studies that go
into absenteeism have predominantly been
quantitative studies. To address these gaps
in the literature, I undertook a qualitative
research study on student absenteeism.

Method of Study

In this section I discuss the location,
participants,  methodology and  tools
employed in the study.

Location of the Study

Students from two schools in Mehrauli,
Southwest Delhi, participated in the study.
One school was as an all-girls school, and the
majority of its students reside in Mehrauli.
The other school, was an all-boys school. Its
students come from Mehrauli as well as Lado
Sarai, Saidulajab and other neighbouring
areas. Thus, the research was undertaken
in the areas of Mehrauli and Lado Sarai in
Southwest Delhi.

Sampling

Purposive and convenience sampling were
the sampling methods chosen for the study.
I had easy access to the schools chosen, and
the attendance information of its students,
and thus the criteria in choosing the school
was convenience sampling. I thought it
would be best to understand the issue of
absenteeism from those most affected by
it, so the students from those two schools,
who did not meet the minimum attendance
requirement of 75 percent in the previous
academic year 2017-18, were narrowed
down on. In this way, the other sampling
technique was purposive sampling.

Methodology and Tools

The design of the study was qualitative, in
order to allow an in-depth study of the causal
factors of absenteeism and their effects from
the point of view of the core stakeholders.
The primary tool used in data collection was
the semi-structured and in-depth interview.
Three different sets of interview guides were
prepared, one each for the students, the
parents/guardians, and the teachers. The
questions were open-ended, with plenty of
scope for the interviewer and interviewee to
delve into aspects crucial to absenteeism, its
causes, implications, and possible solutions.
The study was conducted without any
reference to the religion, caste, or birthplace
of the interviewees.

Non-participant observation was another
tool used to gain deeper insight. I closely
observed the homes, schools, communities
of the children, the body language, and the
routine interactions of all the interviewees,
to get the complete picture (beyond what was
verbally communicated). Field notes were
kept, and any observation or detail thought
important for the research was noted down.

Informal unstructured conversation was
the third tool. At times,the interviewee and
I engaged in discussions. This created an
environment where the interviewees added
details that they were holding back till then,
by making them feel more comfortable and at
ease. An environment was created wherein
everyone present in the room could give
inputs at any point of time resulting in rich
insights into their interpersonal relations,
daily routine and the general atmosphere of
the home.

I conducted a total of 20 interviews.
The respondents were a set of ten students
in classes 7th and 8% (i.e. upper primary
grades), with attendance less than 75
percent in the academic year 2017-18 (as
per attendance records), their parents, other
family members and teachers from their
school.

The interviews were conducted in the
months of April and May 2018, outside the
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school premises and during non-teaching
hours, in order to avoid interruptions in
schooling. The interviews were audio-
recorded with the consent of the interviewees.
The interviews were primarily in Hindi; some
interviews were in English, in part. Wherever
required, there was a slight deviation from
the pre-decided questions, based on the flow
of the conversations. Most of the interviews
were conducted one-on-one. Wherever
possible, two or more family members were
interviewed simultaneously for greater
understanding of the issue of absenteeism.
Transcripts were made translating all the
interviews into English, with an attempt
to make it as precise as possible. In total,
approximately 7 hours and 38 minutes of
recording was done.

Findings

The analysis yielded insights into factors
that facilitate schooling and factors that
discourage schooling. This paper mainly
addresses the factors that discourage
schooling i.e. the reasons for student
absenteeism.

These factors can be at the household- or
community-level, school-level, or policy- or
system-level. There are also some factors
that are individual-specific. These factors are
not mutually exclusive but interdependent,
as different aspects of a child’s world do not
exist in isolation from each other.

Factors that Discourage
Schooling

Household-level factors include economic
instability, illiteracy and pessimistic attitude
of parents, and parental indifference towards
education and schooling of their child. Illness
of the child or a close family member, duty
of looking after younger siblings, death of a
relative, and so on, may all lead to a child
being absent from school. Some children may
even have to be absent from school to assist
in household work or with the occupation of
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their parents.

For instance, Sonu’s parents passed
away a few years ago one after the other.
Sonu took up the responsibility of managing
his father’s shop after his death. Earlier he
used to be more regular in going to school.
He feels added pressure on himself now. He
does not get time off from the shop even if
he wants time to study. He does not even get
time to play with his friends. In fact, he had
to take admission in the school he currently
is in because of problems at home after the
untimely demise of his parents. He is absent
from school when he spends the entire day
at the shop, and also on days when he gets
late in opening the shop.

Community-level factors include unsafe
and violent neighbourhoods, poor hygiene
and sanitation levels, prevalent drugs or
alcohol abuse and unsupportive social and
cultural traditions. During my visits to
these communities,® I noticed mosquitoes
and flies all around the area, which explains
the extremely high number of mosquito-
related diseases (malaria, dengue and
chikungunya) and water-borne diseases
(typhoid and cholera) reported from these
communities year after year. Health issues
are a predominant reason behind the absence
of children from school. Most teachers
stressed that the good health of children
is a prerequisite to their coming to school
regularly. A senior teacher, Ms. Richa, noted
that there are “do —chaarbacche”, though not
many, in every class who are always unwell
and skip school.

School-level factors include poor or
inaccessible infrastructure, lack of security
in school, unaccountable school leadership,
discouraging school environment,
monotonous and uninspired teaching style.
The school environment which includes

3 Unplanned growth over the years has turned the
area into an over-crowded and congested neigh-
bourhood, with approximately two and a half lakh
people in Mehraulioccupying a limited land area
(Shrangi, 2016).A large number of buildings have
economic activity on the ground floor (small shops
selling goods or services)and residential housing
in the floors above.
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the general discipline and order, the
infrastructure and facilities available, the
level of sanitation and hygiene, the safety
and security mechanisms, the attitude of the
teachers and the culture of learning deeply
affect every child’s schooling experience.
Their interaction with their friends and peers
is also a major component. All these factors
determine the regularity with which children
wish to attend school.

Rahul has multiple health issues including
Autism and Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD). Rahul’s parents talked to
me about how noise disturbs their child. Noise
confuses him, and affectshis concentration.
Any disturbance or inconsistency in his
environment deeply affects him. Order and
discipline helps the child keep calm. If this
child acts up in school as a result of noise,
his mother, who stays with him throughout
the school hours, either steps out of the
class with the child or requests the teacher
to reduce the noise level.

System-level  factors include  poor
implementation of child labour laws, an
education system that encourages rote-
learning and an education curriculum that
does not take into account the varying
abilities and interests of students who
come from extremely diverse backgrounds.
For instance, Abhay is very interested in
dance and goes to a dance academy near
his house every day. He prefers his dance
class to school. When he had fever recently
he did not go to school but still went to the
academy. His attendance percentage at
school was below 50 percent in the previous
academic year. I learnt from another child
that Abhay may have passed his 7™ class
because the school must have given him
extra attendance. His mother agrees that
because the child focuses on dance classes,
his concentration in studies and academics
performance suffers. At the instance of a
teacher, the mother tried to stop the dance
classes; he started crying, promised to go
to school every day and requested them
to not stop his dance classes. His school
attendance has improved since then, though
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he is still sporadically absent. The mother
added that the dance academy teacher is
very fond of the children, and celebrates the
birthdays of every child in the academy and
prepares food for everyone. Once when the
mother had not paid the academy fees for
two months, the teacher called the child up
and told him he will teach him regardless
of fee payment; that he should not stop
training as he was doing well and would do
well in the future. This case suggests that
there is a sense of belongingness that the
child feels at his dance academy that he
does not feel in school. Moreover, the school
curriculum does not encourage or add value
to the child’s interest in dance. In fact, the
child is made to feel that he needs to choose
between studies and his passion for dance.
There is no integration of his passion into
academics. Due to this, the child’s desire to
attend school diminishes.

During my visits to the communities,
I realised that most, if not all, school-
going boys in Lado Sarai were interested
in cricket. Some seemed very passionate
about the game. Many children, for instance
Aman, not only plays cricket but watches
it too (on television sets/mobile phones/
computers). In the evenings, one could see
children, mainly boys, swamping the narrow
lanes, efficiently using whatever open space
available to play cricket. In fact, Anmol skips
school sometimes if a cricket match is being
shown on television that day. If a test series
is going on he chooses any of the five days
of matches to be absent. He said that ODIs
(One Day International cricket matches) and
T20s (Twenty20 cricket matches) are shown
only after school timings in the evening so he
does not have to skip school to watch those.

Individual-specific factors include lack
of friends in school, lack of motivation and
interest in studies, lack of adequate sleep,
poor health of the child and prolonged illness
orinjury. Children are discouraged from going
to schoolif they are unable to understand
the teaching in class or are insufficiently
prepared for an exam. Children may not go
to school the day they have not done their
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homework for fear of being scolded, hit or
embarrassed in front of others.

For instance, Bharat has a spine
abnormality and as a result, has to miss
school they day he has to visit the hospital.
Simran who has a blood disorder, does not
go to school the day she feels weak or has
a headache, especially during summers
when it is very hot. As she mentioned during
our conversation “If I am sick, it is a very
big challenge for me to go to school.” Her
headaches last for three to four hours when
she studies too much.

One factor which appears to be individual-
specific, but needs to be systemically
addressed for an entire group, is that of
children with disabilities. For instance, the
case of Rahul has been discussed above
under school-level factors. The issue of
absenteeism of children with disabilities will
be discussed separately.

Implications of Absenteeism

School is seen as a means to a better
standard of living, financial stability and
independence and education is seen to be
directly proportional to obtaining a good
job. There can be both short-term and long-
term implications of student absenteeism
depending on the frequency and duration
of the absences. In the short-term, children
may be unable to do their homework,
understand the chapter being taught in class
or may not have the knowledge and skills
required to give exams. In the long-run, the
children may be under-confident with regard
to their knowledge base and may be unable
to interact with people unknown to them. It
may also adversely impact their employment
opportunities and, as a result, their future.

Conclusion

While parents/guardians, teachers and
schools play a crucial role in limiting absence
of children from school, many other steps
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need to be undertaken by all the stakeholders
involved at multiple levels in order to fully
deal with the issue of absenteeism. On the
basis of the study it is suggested that the
following factors be focused on first and
foremost as it is possible to address these
immediately by the society as a whole.

Poor health of the children came out to be
a common reason behind their absence from
school. It also results in the children being
lethargic and inattentive while in school
resulting in low academic achievements.
The most obvious and effective solution to
this is better hygiene and sanitation levels
in the households, schools and communities
of the children. This would lead to greater
energy levels and longer attention spans of
the children.

Uninspired teaching and learning style
was another cause behind the children
finding studies boring and monotonous. More
often than not, rote learning is encouraged
in schools in India. There needs to be
greater access to a wider pool of teaching
and learning materials by both students
and their teachers so that education can be
tailored to each child’s needs and learning
styles. This would lead to a greater interest
in studies and, thus, in schooling.

SchoolleadershipinschoolsinIndia, needs
to be more accountable and responsible. This
will address the issue of an unproductive
and demotivating school environment to
a large extent. Not only should there be
suitable rules and regulations in place, but
regular inspections and school visits should
be made by the necessary authorities. This
would lead to a school environment that is
disciplined and in order.

To sum up, the ability of children to attend
school is greatly determined by their school,
home and community. Absenteeism, apart
from impacting the academic performance of
children in schools may be a sign that they
might be in need of help. Thus, the sooner
it is addressed, the minimal the adverse
consequences.



Enrolled, yet Absent Voices from South-West Delhi 7

References

Abdullah, M., Salim, S., &Arip, M. (2017). Social Ills Problem Between Student and The Rela-
tionship With Student Academic Achievement. The Social Sciences.

Akbash, S., Sahin, M., & Yilmaz, S. M. (2017). Struggle with School Absenteeism in Compulso-
ry Education: Different Country Approaches and Policies. Universal Journal of Educational
Research, 2107-2115. doi: 10.13189/ujer.2017.051128

Attendance of Students & Teachers in Primary and Upper Primary Schools. (2009). Research,
Evaluation and Studies Unit Technical Support Group for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan .EdCIL
(India) Limited.

Avalos, B. (1992). Education for the Poor: Quality or Relevance? British Journal of Sociology of
Education, 13(4), 419-436. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 1392849

Baruah, S. (2018, October 20). 100 more libraries in govt schools, students will be bookkeep-
ers. Indian Express.

Baruah, S. (2019, February 5). Survey finds 11,000 children between 6 and 14 aren’t in school.
Indian Express.

Bhatty, K., Saraf, R., & Gupta, V. (2017, December 9). Out-of-School Children: Some Insights
on What We Know and What We Do Not. Economic & Political Weekly, LII(49), 69-76.
Bonface, K. (2017). Does It Matter! Relationship Analysis Between Chronic Absenteeism and
Academic Performance of Pre-School Learners in Kambiti Primary School, Makuyu Edu-

cation Zone, Murang’A County, Kenya. Journal of Education and Practice, 8(29), 19-24.

Chronic Absenteeism in the Nation’s Schools. U.S. Department of Education . Retrieved from
https://www2.ed.gov/datastory/chronicabsenteeism.html#intro

Chugh, S. (2011). Dropout in Secondary Education: A Study of Children Living in Slums of
Delhi. National University of Educational Planning and Administration , New Delhi.

CREATE: Consortium for Research on Educational Access, Transitions and Equity. (2011).
Retrieved from http://www.create-rpc.org/

Dube, K., & Ncube, P. (2016, October). Does Peri Urban Location of School Affect the Perfor-
mance of Pupils? International Journal of Innovative Research & Development, 5(12), 65-
69.

Elementary Education in India: Where do we stand? District Report Cards 2016-17 Volume I.
National Institute of Educational Planning and Administration, New Delhi.

Gihar, P. (2014). Urbanisation and Changing Social Structure- A study of three selected local-
ities in New Delhi.

Gohain, M. (2018, November 22). Indian Children take maximum tutorial lessons in world:
Survey. Times of India.

Goodrich, L. G., Castellano, J. M., &Stefos, E. (2017). An Analysis of the Social Profile of 15 to
17 Year Old Students in Ecuador Regarding Secondary School Attendance and Truancy.
Review of European Studies, 9(2), 91-105. doi:10.5539/res.v9n2p91

Jha, K. (2014, August 23). Dropping Out for a Drop of Water. Economic & Political Weekly,
XLIX(34), 25-26.

Nair, M. (2010, November 17). School Absenteeism Among Children. Indian Pediatrics, 47,
921922.

Public Report on Basic Education in India .(1999). https://www.undp.org/ content/dam/in-
dia/docs/public_report_basic_education_india.pdf

Rajput, A. (2019, January 21). ‘Over 500 kids dropped out due to encroachment outside MCD
school’. Indian Express.

Rama, T., Anitha, T., & Reddy, Y. V. (2014, January). Survey Based Study on Causes for Ab-
senteeism among Primary School Children in Baireddypalli Mandal Of Chittoor District.
IOSR Journal of Research & Method in Education, 4(1), 12-21.

Ramachandran, V. (Ed.). (2003). Getting Children Back to School: Case Studies in Primary
Education. New Delhi: SAGE Publications Pvt. Ltd.

Requirement of 75% of attendance in Classes X/XII. (2009, October 8). Delhi: Central Board of




8 Voices of Teachers and Teacher Educators

Secondary Education. http://cbse.nic.in/circulars/req_of 75p_attendance_8-10-2009.pdf
Safvi, R. (2017, December). Delhi’s Qutb Complex: The Minar, Mosque and Mehrauli review:
Not mere structures in stone. The Hindu. Retrieved from https://www.thehindu.com/
books/booksreviews/delhis-qutb-complex-the-minar-mosque-and-mehrauli-review-not-
mere-structures-instone/article21291807.ece

Sandhu, R. (2017, August 3). Retrieved from Brookings: https://www.brookings. edu/opin-
ions/breaking-down-the-barriers-integrating-the-school-andbeyond-in-education/

School Education in India: U-DISE Flash Statistics 2016-17. (2018). National Institute of Ed-
ucational Planning and Administration, New Delhi. http://udise.in/Downloads/ Publica-
tions/Documents/Flash_Statistics_on_School_Education-2016-17.pdf

Sethi, C. (2014, April). Study on Absenteeism among Children in School. IOSR Journal Of Hu-
manities And Social Science, 19(4), 96-99.

Shrangi, V. (2016, April 14). South Delhi: Urban sprawl robs Mehrauli’s charm. Hindustan
Times. Retrieved from https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/south-delhi-urban-
sprawl-robsmehrauli-s-charm /story-hjtvYv74Tduf88IT7LI6VJ.html

Singh, A. (2015). Tests, Measurements and Research Methods in Behavioural Sciences. Bhara-
ti Bhawan.

Tamiru, D., & Belachew, T. (2017). The association of food insecurity and school absenteeism:
systematic review. Agriculture & Food Security. doi:10.1186/s40066-016-0083-3

The Delhi School Education Rules, 1973. (1973). http://www.edudel.nic.in /welcome _folder
/DSSR.htm

The Persons with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights and Full Participation)
Act, 1995 . (1995). http:/ /niepmd.tn.nic.in/documents/PWD%20ACT.pdf

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009. (2009). The Gazette of
India.http:/ /legislative.gov.in/sites/default/files /The%20Right%200f%20Children%20
t0%20Free%20and% 20Compulsory%20Education%20Act%2C%202009.pdf

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016. (2016). The Gazette of India. https://www.
ncpedp.org/sites/all/themes/marinelli/documents/RPWD%20Act%202016%20Rules-co-
py-En.pdf

Tilak, J. B. (2000). Education Poverty in India. Occasional Paper, National Institute of Educa-
tional Planning and Administration, New Delhi.

Tulsyan, A. (2018, December 6). Beyond direct physical harm: Eliminating corporal punish-
ment in schools is essential for ending violence in societies. Times of India.




