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Student truancy and lateness
This chapter examines differences between 
countries and economies in student truancy 
and lateness, and how they vary by student 
and school characteristics. It also looks at the 
relationship between truancy and lateness, 
especially when they occur repeatedly, and 
reading performance. The chapter identifies 
some of the predictors of student truancy.
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Every school day, many students miss learning opportunities because they skip school or arrive late for school. Doing so repeatedly 
may have adverse effects on the individual student and on the learning environment in school. Chronic truancy and, to a lesser 
extent, lateness have such adverse effects on learning that school systems around the globe are constantly devising strategies to 
tackle them. The European Commission, for instance, includes efforts to combat truancy as a key policy lever to reduce the share 
of early school leavers across Europe (European Commission, 2013[1]).

Students play truant for many reasons. Many students skip school or arrive late for school because they are academically 
disengaged, do not feel they belong at school, failed to wake up or are simply needed at home (Appleton et al., 2008[2]; Gottfried, 
2017[3]; Lehr, Sinclair and Christenson, 2009[4]). Some victims of bullying avoid school because they are too afraid or embarrassed 
(Hutzell and Payne, 2012[5]; Townsend et al., 2008[6]). Good academic performance and positive relationships with peers and 
teachers seem critical for developing students’ attachment to school and feeding a desire to attend school every day (Gehlbach, 
Brinkworth and Harris, 2012[7]; Juvonen, Espinoza and Knifsend, 2012[8]; Reid, 2005[9]).

What the data tell us
 – On average across OECD countries, 21% of students had skipped a day of school and 48% of students had arrived late 
for school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test. In Georgia, Montenegro, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, at least one in five 
students had skipped school at least three times during that period.

 – The countries and economies where fewer students had skipped a whole day of school were also the countries/economies 
with higher average reading performance, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang (China), Estonia, Finland, 
Hong Kong (China), Japan, Korea, Macao (China), Singapore, Sweden and Chinese Taipei.

 – Frequently bullied students were more likely to have skipped school, whereas students who valued school, enjoyed better 
disciplinary climate, scored higher in the reading assessment, and received greater emotional support from parents were 
less likely to have done so.

Not all students are equally likely to skip school or lack punctuality. In many countries, especially middle-income 
countries, boys skip school and arrive late for school more frequently than girls do (OECD, 2015[10]). According to school 
principals, truancy problems are more likely to hinder learning in urban schools than in rural schools, on average across 
OECD countries (Echazarra and Radinger, 2019[11]), and urban students tend to arrive late more frequently than rural 
students do (OECD, 2016[12]). Previous studies have also documented the problems socio-economically disadvantaged 
students  (OECD, 2016[12]; Ready, 2010[13]; Ready, 2010[13]) and those with disabilities (Gottfried et al., 2017[14]; Lane et al., 
2006[15]) face in attending school. 

Regular truancy can have adverse consequences for students. Truants are more likely to fall behind in class, drop out of school, 
wind up in poorly paid jobs, have unwanted pregnancies, and even abuse drugs and alcohol (Aucejo and Romano, 2016[16]; 
Hallfors et al., 2002[17]; Henry and Huizinga, 2007[18]; Smerillo et al., 2018[19]). Some of these unwanted outcomes are more 
commonly seen amongst chronic absentees from disadvantaged backgrounds (Gershenson, Jacknowitz and Brannegan, 2017[20]; 
Ready, 2010[13]). 

If pervasive, student truancy can also hurt other students in the class. If students who arrive late for school or skip classes 
fall far behind in their classwork and require extra assistance, the flow of instruction is disrupted, and classmates, particularly 
those who might be working closely with truants, may suffer (Wilson et al., 2008[21]). Truants may also generate resentment 
amongst students who attend class regularly – and sympathy amongst others who may realise that they too can skip classes 
(Wilson et al., 2008[21]).

This chapter examines student truancy and lateness. PISA asked students to report the number of times (“never”, “one or two 
times”, “three or four times”, “five or more times”) they had skipped a whole day of school, the number of times they had skipped 
some classes and the number of times they had arrived late for school during the two full weeks of school prior to the assessment. 
Skipping school/classes, student truancy and unexcused absenteeism are used interchangeably in this report since “skipping” 
implies dishonesty. As with other self-reported measures, students may over- or under-report the extent to which they play truant 
and arrive late for school, and this bias may operate differently across countries and groups of students. In addition, even when 
the question refers to the last two “full” weeks of school, this period may have been exceptional in some countries and economies, 
which could potentially affect students’ answers. 
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Figure III.4.1 Student truancy, by school characteristics

Percentage of students who reported that they had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the two weeks 
prior to the PISA test

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students who had skipped a whole day of school.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Tables III.B1.4.1 and III.B1.4.7.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029470
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HOW STUDENT TRUANCY AND LATENESS VARY ACROSS COUNTRIES, SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS
On average across OECD countries, 21% of students reported that they had skipped a whole day of school at least once, and 27% 
reported that they had skipped some classes at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test (Figure III.4.1 and Table III. B1.4.1). 
However, in some education systems a considerably larger share of students had skipped school. For instance, in Brazil, the Dominican 
Republic, Georgia, Italy, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Malta, Montenegro, Panama, Romania, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Uruguay, more than 
half of students had skipped a day of school in the two weeks prior to the assessment. More worryingly, in Georgia, Montenegro, 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, at least one in five students had skipped school at least three times during the same period. Large 
proportions of students in these countries regularly miss learning opportunities, with likely adverse consequences for both these 
students and their classmates. In the Dominican Republic, Panama and Peru, for instance, more than 5% of students were enrolled 
in schools where at least 90% of their schoolmates had skipped school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test (Table III. B1.4.3). 
By contrast, in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang (China) (hereafter “B-S-J-Z [China]”), Belgium, Hong Kong (China), Iceland, 
Japan, Korea, Macao (China), the Netherlands, Sweden, Chinese Taipei and Viet Nam, more than 90% of students had not skipped 
school in the two weeks prior to the assessment. 

Arriving late for school may have less serious consequences for students, but it is generally a more common occurrence 
(Table III. B1.4.1). On average across OECD countries, almost half of students had arrived late for school at least once in the two 
weeks prior to the PISA test. In 22 countries and economies, especially in Argentina, Chile, France, Georgia, Greece, Israel, Poland, 
the Russian Federation, Serbia and Uruguay, more than 10% of students had arrived late for school at least five times during the 
same period. In Chile, the Dominican Republic, Panama, Peru and Uruguay, the problem is so widespread that, in 2018, more 
than 5% of students attended a school where at least 90% of students had arrived late for school in the two weeks prior to the 
assessment (Table III.B1.4.4). However, in Hong Kong (China), Japan, Korea and Macao (China), less than 30% of students had 
arrived late during the same period. 

Student truancy and lateness varied widely across schools (Figures III.4.1 and III.4.2). Differences related to the socio-economic 
profile of the schools were generally the largest. In a clear majority of countries and economies, students in socio-economically 
disadvantaged schools were more likely than students in advantaged schools to have skipped a whole day of school in the 
two weeks prior to the PISA test. The only education systems where skipping school was more common amongst advantaged 
students were Macao (China), Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. Moreover, on average across OECD countries, 
students in rural schools were more likely to have skipped school, but less likely to have arrived late for school, than were 
students in city schools. On average across OECD countries, both skipping school and arriving late for school were more 
common in public than in private schools, and in schools with higher concentrations of immigrant students (Tables III.B1.4.7 
and III.B1.4.8).

In a majority of countries and economies, boys were more likely than girls to have skipped a whole day of school, particularly 
in Albania, Greece, Indonesia, the Republic of Moldova (hereafter “Moldova”), the Philippines and Slovenia (Table III.B1.4.5). 
The only countries where more girls than boys played truant were Argentina, Costa Rica, Ireland, Jordan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia 
and the United States. In about three out of four school systems, skipping school was more common amongst disadvantaged 
students than amongst advantaged students, particularly in Denmark, the Dominican Republic, France, Italy, Lithuania, Moldova, 
the Philippines, Qatar and Ukraine. On average across OECD countries, 25% of students with an immigrant background had 
skipped school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, compared to 21% of students without an immigrant background – 
a significant difference.

The differences between groups of students followed similar patterns in the case of lateness, though they were usually larger 
(Table III.B1.4.6). For example, 51% of boys reported that they had arrived late for school, compared to 44% of girls; 50% of 
disadvantaged students reported that they had arrived late, compared to 45% of advantaged students; and 58% of immigrant 
students reported that they had arrived late for school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, compared to 47% of students 
without an immigrant background.

TRENDS IN STUDENT TRUANCY AND LATENESS
On average across OECD countries, the percentage of students who had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the two 
weeks prior to the PISA test increased by only one percentage point between 2015 and 2018 (Table III.B1.4.2). The share of students 
who had skipped some classes remained stable, and the percentage of students who had arrived late for school increased by 
three percentage points over that period. The largest increases in the share of students who had skipped school were observed 
in Austria, Greece, Peru, Portugal, Qatar, Thailand and the United Arab Emirates, while the only improvements (i.e. a reduction 
in the share of students who had skipped school) were observed in Estonia, Finland, Montenegro, the Slovak Republic, 
the United Kingdom and the United States. The share of students who had arrived late for school increased sharply in Singapore 
and the Slovak Republic; it shrank only in Costa Rica. 
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Figure III.4.2 Student lateness, by school characteristics

Percentage of students who reported that they had arrived late for school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students who had arrived late for school.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Tables III.B1.4.1 and III.B1.4.8.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029489
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HOW STUDENT TRUANCY AND LATENESS ARE RELATED TO READING PERFORMANCE
In virtually all education systems, in 2018, skipping school or classes and arriving late for school were negatively associated with 
reading performance, after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools (measured by the PISA index 
of economic, social and cultural status) (Figure III.4.3 and Table III.B1.4.9). For instance, on average across OECD countries, 
students who had skipped a whole day of school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test scored 40 points lower than students 
who had not skipped school during the same period. This association was strongest in the countries and economies where the 
share of students who had skipped school was the smallest, such as B-S-J-Z (China), Hong Kong (China), Iceland, Japan, Korea, 
Macao (China), Norway, Sweden and Chinese Taipei (Table III.B1.4.1). On average across OECD countries, skipping some classes 
was associated with a decline of 37 score points in reading performance; arriving late for school was associated with a drop 
of 26 score points, after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools. Relationships between truancy 
and underperformance could take a variety of forms. For instance, students who skip school miss learning opportunities, and 
students who struggle academically may be less willing to attend school regularly.

Figure III.4.3 Student truancy and reading performance

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Note: Statistically significant values are shown in darker tones (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the score-point difference associated with having skipped a whole day of school, after accounting 
for students’ and schools’ socio-economic profile.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table III.B1.4.9.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029508
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Students may also see their performance deteriorate when their schoolmates skip school or arrive late for school, and not 
only when they themselves play truant. On average across OECD countries, students scored 8 points lower in reading for 
every 10 percentage-point increase in the number of schoolmates who had skipped school, and 5 points lower for every 
similar increase in the number of schoolmates who had arrived late for school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, after 
accounting for students’ and schools’ socio-economic profile and students’ own truancy or lateness (Tables III.B1.4.10 and 
III.B1.4.11). 

Looking at it another way, students enrolled in schools with the lowest incidence of student truancy (i.e. schools in the bottom 
quarter of the distribution) scored 514 points in reading, whereas students attending schools with the highest incidence 
(i.e. schools in the top quarter of the distribution) scored 453 points – a significant difference of 62 score points. In Belgium, 
Croatia, France, Hungary, Luxembourg, Qatar, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia, the difference in reading performance between 
students in schools with the lowest incidence of student truancy and those in schools with the highest incidence was at least 
100 score points.

At the system level too, student truancy and reading performance were significantly associated (Figure III.4.4). Average 
reading performance was lower in countries and economies with larger shares of students who had skipped a whole 
day of school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test than in countries/economies with smaller shares of these students.  

Figure III.4.4 Percentage of students who had not skipped school and reading performance

Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Tables III.B1.4.1 and I.B1.4.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029527
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However, there were a few interesting exceptions. For instance, in Brunei Darussalam and Malaysia, average reading 
performance was clearly below the OECD average, but student attendance in these countries was also clearly above average. 
In these two countries, and also in other countries like Indonesia and the Philippines, comparatively high student attendance, 
relative to what would be expected given these countries’ average reading performance, provides many opportunities to 
improve performance. By contrast, Italy and Turkey had a comparatively high rate of student truancy relative to what would 
be expected given these countries’ average performance in reading.

HOW REPEATED TRUANCY AND LATENESS ARE RELATED TO READING PERFORMANCE
PISA has consistently found that students who skip school and arrive late for school, even if sporadically, score lower in the 
assessment compared to students who never skip school and always arrive on time (OECD, 2016[12]; OECD, 2013[22]). PISA 2018 
results confirm this finding (Table III.B1.4.9). However, there is much less evidence on the association between repeatedly skipping 
school and arriving late for school, on the one hand, and PISA scores, on the other, because the questions are usually reclassified 
into “never” and “at least once”. To examine how chronic truancy and lateness are related to reading performance, one regression 
analysis was carried out for each education system where the three items (“skipped school”, “skipped some classes”, “arrived late 
for school”), with all the categories (“never”, “one or two times”, “three or four times”, “five or more times”) were analysed jointly, 
after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools. In Japan and Korea, so few students had skipped school 
and classes that only the question about lateness could be examined (Table III.B1.4.1).

The findings in Figure III.4.5 clearly show that, on average across OECD countries, the number of times that students had skipped 
school or had arrived late for school in the two weeks prior to the PISA assessment was associated with reading performance. 
However, whereas the negative association with reading performance grew almost linearly with the number of times that students 
had skipped a whole day of school, it flattened after three or four times in the case of skipping classes and arriving late for school. 
The results also show that, of the three measures of truancy and lateness, skipping school was the most strongly associated with 
reading performance. For instance, skipping a whole day of school five or more times during the period was associated with a 
drop of 40 score points in reading (compared to a student who had not skipped a school day), while skipping some classes or 
arriving late for school the same number of times were associated with a decline of 23 score points. 

Figure III.4.5 Repeated truancy and lateness, and reading performance

OECD average

Notes: All values are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Results based on linear regression analysis, after accounting for students’ and schools’ socio-economic profile. The socio-economic profile is measured by the 
PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
All predictors have been included in the same linear regression model.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table III.B1.4.12.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029546

0
-5

-10
-15
-20
-25
-30
-35
-40
-45

Reference category: “never”

I skipped 
a whole day of school

I skipped some classes I arrived late for school

Once or twice Three or four times Five or more times

Score-point difference 
in reading

In Croatia, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Sweden, Chinese Taipei and the United Kingdom, skipping school more than four times 
during the two weeks prior to the PISA test was associated with a decline of more than 60 score points in the reading assessment 
(Table III.B1.4.12). In Brunei Darussalam, Germany, New Zealand and Singapore, skipping some classes at least five times was 
associated with a drop in reading scores of more than 50 points. In Australia, Finland, Hong Kong (China), Japan, Macao (China), 
Malta, Qatar, Singapore and the United Arab Emirates, arriving late for school at least five times in the two weeks prior to 
the assessment was associated with a drop of more than 40 score points in the reading assessment.
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PREDICTING STUDENT TRUANCY
There are multiple reasons why students skip school, including fear of being bullied, weak school attachment, lack of friends, 
bad relationships with teachers and academic disengagement (Appleton et al., 2008[2]; Gehlbach, Brinkworth and Harris, 2012[7]; 
Gottfried, 2017[3]; Hutzell and Payne, 2012[5]). This section tries to identify relevant predictors of student truancy, focusing on five 
areas:

 • Feeling safe at school: index of exposure to bullying

 • Being academically engaged: index of value of school; and reading performance

 • Exposure to peers’ disruptive behaviour: index of disciplinary climate

 • Receiving emotional support: index of parents’ emotional support

 • Feeling socially connected at school: index of sense of belonging at school

Other chapters in this volume describe the indices of exposure to bullying (Chapter 2), disciplinary climate (Chapter 3) and 
sense of belonging at school (Chapter 9). As for the other indices, PISA asked students whether they agree (“strongly 
disagree”, “disagree”, “agree”, “strongly agree”) with the following statements: “My parents support my educational efforts and 
achievements”; “My parents support me when I am facing difficulties at school”; and “My parents encourage me to be confident”. 
These statements were combined to create the index of parents’ emotional support whose average is 0 and standard deviation 
is 1 across OECD countries. Students who sat the PISA test were also asked the extent to which they agree with the following 
statements: “Trying hard at school will help me get a good job”; “Trying hard at school will help me get into a good college”; and 
“Trying hard at school is important”. These statements were combined to create the index of value of school whose average is 0 
and standard deviation is 1 across OECD countries.

The analysis in Figure III.4.6, which includes all predictors together in the same logit model and accounts for the socio-economic 
profile of students and schools, reveals that, on average across OECD countries, students were more likely to have skipped a 
whole day of school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test the more frequently they had been bullied. By contrast, 
they were less likely to have skipped school the higher their reading performance, the stronger their belief that trying hard at 
school is important (index of value of school), the better the disciplinary climate in their language-of-instruction lessons, and 
the stronger the emotional support they received from their parents. Moreover, feeling socially connected at school was only 
modestly (and negatively) associated with student truancy. Interestingly, the socio-economic status of students (a control variable 
in the analysis), is only modestly (and negatively) associated with skipping school, even though socio-economically disadvantaged 
are considerably more likely to skip school than advantaged students (Table III.B1.4.5).

Figure III.4.6 Predictors of student truancy

OECD average

1. The socio-economic status is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Notes: All values are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
All predictors have been included in the same logit regression model.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table III.B1.4.13.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888934029565
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Similarly, the country results in Table III.B1.4.13 show that in almost every school system, students were more likely to skip 
school when they were bullied more frequently, and less likely to skip school when they scored higher in reading. Moreover, 
in a majority of countries and economies students were less likely to skip school the higher the value attached to schooling, 
the better the disciplinary climate and the stronger their parents’ emotional support. However, in only 11 school systems were 
students less likely to skip school when they reported a stronger sense of belonging at school or when they had a higher 
socio-economic status.
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