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Attending school on a regular basis and to complete school is usually seen as a
precondition for academic, emotional, and social learning and development. However,
some students struggle with school attendance problems (SAPs) caused by a myriad of
reasons. Homeschooling is a topic of concern in long-term or problematic SAPs cases.
Some scholars claim that school absenteeism might increase and be maintained during
homeschooling, while others argue that homeschooling may reduce student’s anxiety
associated with school attendance. Anyway, homeschooling is often an intervention for
academic learning and/or as a part of gradual reintegration to school for SAP students.
Moreover, homeschooling/home education/home tuition is not a new phenomenon and is
an intervention for students with long-term sickness. When schools in many countries
closed from the middle of March 2020 caused by the Covid-19-pandemic, all students
were given homeschooling. This gave us the opportunity to investigate homeschooling
more closely in a large sample. In the current study, teachers’ thoughts, and experiences of
homeschooling for students with SAPs prior to the pandemic, are investigated. The main
aim was to gain more insight and knowledge about homeschooling: does it work for SAP
students? Practical implications of homeschooling for SAP students are discussed.

Keywords: homeschooling, COVID - 19, scool attendance problems, teachers’ experiences, explorative study

INTRODUCTION

Attending school on a regular basis and to complete school is usually seen as a precondition for
students’ academic, emotional and social development. However, some students struggle to
attend school caused by many different reasons. A myriad of types of school attendance
problems (SAPs) exists. Common for these students is that they have unexplained or
unjustified reasons for their absences, which are associated with impairment psychologically,
socially and academically both in the short- and long-term run. Some students with long-term
SAPs receive homeschooling for academic learning and/or as a part of gradual reintegration to
school. However, homeschooling is a topic of concern as it might maintain absenteeism.
Therefore, this is a controversial topic (Kearney, 2016). Some (e.g., McShane et al., 2004;
Melvin and Tonge, 2012) argue that students should not do any schoolwork at home to prevent
that the student get an understanding that they can ‘attend school’ from home. Others (e.g.,
Kearney, 2016) argue that schoolwork at home could be given to reduce anxiety about falling
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behind academically and to make school-time at home like
ordinary school days. Homeschooling is desired by some
parents as they want to reduce their child’s stress and
anxiety associated with school attendance in the short-run
(e.g., Fortune-Wood, 2007; Wray and Thomas, 2013). Even
though these symptoms disappear or decrease during
homeschooling, symptoms may increase when the student
returns to school. From the parental perspectives, some
want homeschooling as an alternative to school return
(Wray and Thomas, 2013). Since most studies published
about homeschooling are from parental perspective,
teachers’ perspectives are missing. When schools were
closed during the COVID-19 pandemic, this gave us an
opportunity to investigate homeschooling for a large group
of students with SAPs as seen from their teachers’ perspectives.

Teachers immediately gave their students homeschooling
through various digital solutions, tools, and skills, when all
schools in Norway closed in the middle of March 2020 (like
in many other countries), including students struggling with
SAPs before the closing. No national guidelines for teachers
about how to conduct homeschooling existed, however, the
curriculum and the Education Act were still applicable; only
the way of teaching changed. Teachers and students had to adapt
to distance learning, web-based lessons, completing tasks and
projects at home and other challenges like how to maintain
contact. As stated by INSA (2020), “School is not out: it is only
different”. The aim of this explorative study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences of homeschooling during the COVID-19
pandemic for students with SAPs. Given that home-schooling
is a controversial topic related to SAP students, we more
specifically wanted to investigate whether teachers perceived
homeschooling as something SAP students benefitted from
or not.

School Attendance Problems
School absenteeism refers to both authorized and unauthorized
absence (e.g., Reid, 2008; Malcolm et al., 2003; Reid, 2008).
Authorized absence is when students have permission from an
authorized representative of the school, and includes a
satisfactory explanation, often due to illness, holidays, or
emergencies in the family. Unauthorized absence is not recorded
as illness or permission from the school and includes all unexplained
or unjustified absences (Dalziel and Henthorne, 2005). This is
usually seen as SAPs. Many types of SAPs exist, such as truancy,
school refusal, school reluctance, specific lesson absence, post
registration absence, school withdrawal and school exclusion (e.g.,
Heyne et al., 2019; Havik and Ingul, 2021). Despite the numerous
types, definitions and risk factors associatedwith SAPs, it is common
that these students are absent from school. In this study, we did not
define a specific type of SAPs. We wanted to investigate teachers’
experience of homeschooling for students with any type of
undocumented or unjustified SAPs. Teachers were introduced to
the survey and asked to participate if they had at least one student in
their class with SAP based on adapted criteria from Kearney (2008):
1) absent from school more than 2 days in the last 2 weeks before
schools closed with no documented absence and/or 2) more than 15
percent undocumented absences since Christmas (10 weeks).

Homeschooling
Parents can decide to provide education for their children at
home for several reasons (Department for Education, 2014).
There are several reasons for parents wanting their child to be
educated at home. The most common reasons as reported by
parents being concern about the school environment, to provide
religious or moral instruction and dissatisfaction with the
academic instruction available at other schools (NCES (2009).
There has been a concern that for some parents the reason for
homeschooling might be to disguise child abuse and neglect. In
some countries, “parent associations” promote homeschooling
for students who struggle to attend school (Knox, 1989). A
“homeschooling movement” has developed from a small
parent-led effort to national movements in the US and the
United Kingdom (Evans et al., 1993; Carroll, 1996; Bell, 1997).
The number of homeschooled children is more than two percent
of the total number of school children in the US (Isenberg, 2007).
In the United Kingdom, the number of children recorded by local
authorities as “home educated” has doubled in the last 6 years
(Staufenberg, 2017). In Norway, only a few students were given
home education in 2019–20 in line with the Educational Act §
2–13. However, not all these cases are registered in Norway (Beck,
2009). Moreover, homeschooling during the COVID-19
pandemic differs from regular home education/home tuition,
because all students had homeschooling and it was not motivated
by parents’ or students’ problems or needs. The aim of the study is
to investigate teachers’ perceptions of how students with SAP
before the onset of the pandemic responded and handled
homeschooling. This is interesting given that doing
schoolwork at home often is considered as an intervention for
students with SAPs and/or as part of preparation for gradual
school return (e.g., Carroll, 1996; Thambirajah et al., 2008). No
systematic evaluation has compared gradual exposure and full-
time increase, except a recent study from Japan showing that a
rapid return approach might be effective for adolescent school
refusers who are unwilling to attend individual therapy sessions
(Maeda and Heyne, 2019). The findings from a classical study by
Blagg and Yule (1984) showed that a combination of
homeschooling and psychotherapy was least effective for
school return, while behavioral therapy, with rapid return to
school, was most effective. Standard treatments for anxiety-based
school refusal are relaxation training, gradual reintroduction and
exposure to school and cognitive behavioral therapy (King et al.,
2000), family therapy or parent training (Kearney and Beasley,
1994; Place et al., 2000), medication/pharmacotherapy (Bernstein
et al., 1990; Lauchlan, 2003; Kearney, 2007), or behavioral
approaches (Kearney and Silverman, 1990).

Homeschooling for students with SAPs is a controversial topic
(Kearney, 2016). Some scholars praise homeschooling for refusers
(Stroobant and Jones, 2006), while others do not recommend
homeschooling because it might promote avoidance (Melvin and
Tonge, 2012). Stroobant (2008) suggests that some mothers and
their children engage in homeschooling as an acceptable and
effective solution for students who dislike and avoid school.
Nevertheless, many scholars do not recommend
homeschooling as a long-term solution because anxiety about
returning to school might increase and maintain avoidance and
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must be evaluated regularly (e.g., Heyne and Sauter, 2013; Ek and
Eriksson, 2013). Some researchers also consider homeschooling
to be one of many different characteristics of school withdrawal,
as homeschooling is a solution sought by some parents to keep
their child safe and at arms distance to fear- or harmful situations
in school, or because they are critical towards the school, teacher
and/or education (Thambirajah et al., 2008; Kearney, 2008).

When a child refuses to attend school, the family is in a very
stressful situation, and some parents want homeschooling for
their child to reduce these stressors. In response to school refusal,
a gradual return to school as quickly as reasonably possible is
often recommended. This may be explained by the fact that
attending school is related to students’ social, academic and
psychological development and is part of socialization into
adulthood. These developmental processes might stop or slow
down during homeschooling, even though homeschooling might
lead to sufficient academic learning. Therefore, school refusers
rarely get the opportunity to be home educated (Fortune-Wood,
2007). A study among parents of school refusers in the
United Kingdom, found that most of the parents wanted to
continue with home education because their child thrived
academically and socially from it, but in most cases home
education was a last resort (Wray and Thomas, 2013). The
findings indicate that the symptoms associated with school
refusal mostly disappeared or were reduced when home
education was provided. This is in line with findings from
Knox (1989), who proposed that home education “virtually
eliminates any mental illness” (p. 150) and Fortune-Wood
(2007), who found that symptoms “either disappear
completely with no aftereffects or decline considerably” (p.
137). Wray and Thomas (2013) examined parental
perspectives and concluded that schools and mental health
professionals should be required to suggest home education as
an alternative to school return and to inform parents about the
possibility of home education. Because Wray and Thomas’ study
considered parental views only, some important aspects are
missing, such as symptoms of mental illness, social
functioning outside the home and long-term consequences of
these. Although these symptoms disappear or decrease when the
stressors are removed, they may increase when students are faced
with stressors in school at a later occasion.

Homeschooling and the Vicious Circle
Homeschooling is usually not recommended as a regular
intervention for SAP students. When students’ complete
schoolwork at home, some might think this situation is a
regular intervention and they might easily fall into a negative
cycle which is difficult to break (Wijetunge and Lakmini, 2011).
The vicious or negative cycle represents the way SAPs are
maintained when students’ anxiety about attending school
increases over time when the student stays at home having
homeschooling (Thambirajah et al., 2008). First this model
posits that students lose opportunities to improve peer
relations and social functioning and may experience social
isolation as a long-term consequence. Second, students’ levels
of anxiety and depression may increase when they avoid anxiety-
provoking situations, such as situations in school. This may result

in an avoidance-reinforcement cycle that becomes self-
perpetuating over time. Third, students may fall behind in
their schoolwork, which may make the return to school more
difficult because it reinforces the fear of failing in school
(Thambirajah et al., 2008). Students who are homeschooled
may be able to do schoolwork at home without experiencing
stress, anxiety, or worries about different situations in school and
they may manage to fill the academic gaps and thus reduce their
anxiety about falling behind academically, which may make the
school return easier. However, attending school is important for
more than academic functioning and learning, as the social
aspects of school are of importance. The most common
concern for homeschooling is socialization, because of
isolation and a lack of social interaction due to the SAP the
process of socialization and development of social skills might
slow down (Romanowski, 2006; Ray, 2013). However, they might
participate in activities in their leisure time that benefit their
social development and to some extent compensate for the
isolation during daytime (Romanowski, 2006). Moreover,
because not all social interactions at school are positive (e.g.,
bully victimization) (Havik et al., 2014; de Carvalho and Skipper,
2019), staying home from school might protect and be a good
short-term solution until bullying has stopped.

When schools were closed during the pandemic, all students
had homeschooling and they stayed at home most of the time.
Social isolation might therefore be a consequence for many
students. The degree to which social isolation is true, depends
partly on teachers’ facilitation of students’ work in teams or
groups or other peer interactions on digital platforms, as well as
how they socialize outside of school hours. Moreover, students
with SAPs often are vulnerable to social isolation in general, have
fewer friends at school or have conflictual relations, social anxiety
and/or a lack of social skills (Egger et al., 2003; Heyne et al., 2011;
Ingul and Nordahl, 2013; Havik et al., 2014; Blote et al., 2015).
Therefore, even if homeschooling increases their academic skills
and they perceive to achieve academically for the first time, their
anxiety might increase upon school return. The social aspects of
school are especially important for older students. Therefore,
different aspects must be considered when evaluating
homeschooling for students with SAPs, such as academic
functioning, social functioning and the development of anxiety
and/or depression when students do not physically attend school.

The introduction has shown that there is a disagreement in the
literature about homeschooling for SAP students. Some point out
that these students should not do schoolwork at home to prevent
that an understanding that they can “attend school” from home
and thereby increase school absence. However, there is no
documentation of academic and social long-term effects of this
perspective. Others argue that homeschooling may reduce
anxiety associated with attending school, this research is
mainly from parental perspectives and there is no
documentation of long-term consequences related to
socialization and mental health problems. Therefore, the aim
of the current study is to investigate how teachers, who have close
relations with their students, experience homeschooling for SAP
students, during the period of closed schools. The main aim of
this explorative study was to investigate teachers’ experiences of
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homeschooling during COVID-19 for students with SAPs to shed
light on the difficult issues involved, such as which effects
homeschooling have on academic and social functioning,
stress and the further development of symptoms. The research
questions were as follows:

RQ1: How are the SAP student relations to school, class and
teacher and their characteristics?
RQ2: What are teachers’ perceptions and experience with SAP
students’ participation, development, mood and quality of life
during homeschooling?
RQ3: What are teachers’ general thoughts and experiences
with homeschooling for SAP students?

METHODS

Procedure
A questionnaire was developed to address different aspects of
homeschooling related to students with SAPs to obtain insight
into teachers’ experiences with SAP students. Three teachers
participated in a prequestionnaire developed by the authors.
These teachers provided constructive feedback to improve the
questionnaire. The final version of the questionnaire consisted of
open questions and questions where alternatives were provided.
The teachers were given information about the aim of the study
and that none of their answers would be recognizable, in line with
requirements from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data for
an anonymous survey. The questionnaire was structured in three
parts: the first part included general questions concerning all
students and homeschooling, the second part was related to one
student with SAPs in the teacher’s class and the third part was
about other students with SAPs in the teacher’s class1. This article
use teachers responses from the second part of the questionnaire
and the main aim was to investigate teachers’ experiences and
perceptions of homeschooling during COVID-19 for their
student with SAPs, and more specifically to highlighting the
three research questions: The SAP students’ relations to
school, class and teacher and their characteristics (RQ1);
Teachers’ perceptions and experience with SAP students’
participation, development, mood and quality of life during
homeschooling (RQ2); Teachers’ general thoughts and
experiences with homeschooling for SAP students (RQ3).

All schools closed in Norway on March 13th and they
gradually opened from April 27th for students in grade levels
1 to 4 (age 6–9). For 5th to 10th graders (age 10–16), schools
gradually reopened from May 11th; however, many schools
maintained a combination of education at home and at school
until the end of the school year. The present study was conducted
in the Norwegian school context, where 10 years of schooling is
compulsory and free from the age of 6–16. The Nordic countries
aim to build a “Nordic Education Model” comprising a
compulsory school system and “A School for All”, indicating

that classrooms exhibit variance and diversity in students and
that equal opportunities are provided for all students (Blossing
et al., 2014).

We sent an e-mail to all schools in Norway on April 24th
asking them to distribute the e-mail to all teachers who had
students with SAPs in grades 5–10 (schools were still closed for
these grade levels at this time). We asked the teachers to
answer a web-based questionnaire within the next 2 weeks.
The teachers were given information about the aim of the
study and the questionnaire on the first page and they were
asked to answer the questionnaire anonymously by providing
only their gender and the county where they worked.
Moreover, they were informed that participation in the
study was voluntary. Teachers were encouraged to answer
the open-ended questions briefly and concisely and were
informed that they could contact one of the researchers via
provided e-mail addresses if they had any questions or
comments. We received feedback from some schools and
teachers that they were not eligible to participate because
they had no students with SAPs, worked in a special unit/
school and therefore were not able to participate, or had too
much work related to distance learning and homeschooling
and thus had no time to participate. Some stated that this was
not the only inquiry they had received about participation in a
research project and hence did not prioritize this study.

We asked the teachers to send their name and e-mail
address in a separate e-mail to one of the researchers if
they were willing to provide more information later. This
e-mail address was not connected to their answers. Eight
teachers sent an e-mail and were willing to participate
further. This gave us the opportunity to perform member
checks or respondent validation. An e-mail with a draft
version of the results section (for the qualitative data) was
sent to these eight teachers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). They
were asked to read the draft and to provide feedback, to
ensure that their experiences were included and recognized.
Only one teacher responded and confirmed the findings and
opinions. The research steps were transparent regarding the
description of the participants, the study procedure, and the
analyses. This is important to allow others to judge whether
the findings are transferable to other settings. Internal
validity or credibility is important in establishing
trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Sample
The web based SurveyXact was open for 2 weeks. A total of 238
teachers answered the entire survey, 252 provided partial
answered and 422 participated only in the first section of the
questionnaire (the general questions) or stated that they had no
students with SAPs and were thus removed from the sample. Of
the teachers who partially completed the survey, four were
removed from the sample (three were from special schools/
units and one had no SAP student). The total number of
teachers in the sample was 248. Seventy-five percent were
female teachers, which reflects the reality of primary and
lower secondary schools in Norway, where 75.1 percent of
teachers are female (SBSS, 2019). The sample consisted of

1The questionnaire is in Norwegian and is available by contacting the
corresponding author.
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teachers from all 11 counties of Norway and 8 to 45 teachers
participated from each county. We have no other information
about the teachers. All schools in Norway were invited based on
one criterion: teachers with at least one student in their class with
SAPs. Because the sample was not random, we cannot generalize
and draw conclusions about all teachers in Norway; thus, the
findings might be biased.

Questionnaire
The questionnaire had no link between the answers and
computers’ IP addresses, in line with the requirements from
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data for an anonymous
survey. This research project was not subject to notification
since no personal or sensitive personal data were collected and
the project did not include any audio, video, or pictures of
people. This study is therefore not a subject to General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR).

Analyzing Quantitative Data
The quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS. The data were
descriptive and consisted of only one item for each theme.
Multiple response analyses (SPSS) were used for the most
common reasons for SAPs and how the teachers kept in touch
with the student.

Analyzing Qualitative Data
Qualitative data (the open-ended questions of the
questionnaire) were analyzed using thematic analysis,
which is an accessible and theoretically flexible approach
(Aronson, 1994; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Lambert and
O’Halloran, 2008). This method is useful when searching
for themes or patterns and is more descriptive than
interpretive, inspired by Moustakas’ (1994)
transcendental or psychological phenomenology. This
type of phenomenology focuses on the description of the
informants’ experiences (Creswell, 2007). Six steps
were followed: familiarizing with the data, generating
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes and producing the article
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). The teachers’ comments were
carefully discussed, analyzed, and categorized by both
researchers.

RESULTS

The results are presented in line with the three research
questions: RQ1: How are the SAP students’ relations to
school, class and teacher and their characteristics? RQ2:
What are teachers’ perceptions and experience with SAP
students’ participation, development, mood and quality of life

during homeschooling? RQ3: What are teachers’ general
thoughts and experiences with homeschooling for SAP
students?

Relations to School, Class, and Teacher,
and Their Characteristics
Teachers were asked to choose one (1) student in their class when
answering the following questions of the survey. A total of 71.8
percent were main teachers and 28.2 percent were subject
teachers. The number of lessons per week these teachers
taught the student, showed variation from 1 to more than 21
lessons a week.

27.4 percent of the students were in primary school (grade
level 5–6) and 72.6 percent were in lower secondary school (grade
level 8–10). There were more boys than girls in the sample (107
girls and 141 boys). In primary school, 30 were girls and 33 were
boys and in lower secondary school, 77 were girls and 103
were boys. Table 1 show the lessons taught per week and
about the SAP student.

The teachers were asked to choose the definition of SAPs that
was most appropriate for their student; A, B, or both (explained
above). A total of 33.9 percent chose definition A (“absent from
school more than two days in the last two weeks before schools closed
with no documented absence”), 21.4 percent chose definition B
(“more than 15 percent undocumented absence since Christmas”),
and 44.8 percent of the teachers chose both A and B. They were also
asked to rate the three most important reasons for their students’
absence (the most important reason, “1”; second most important,
“2”; third most important, “3”). They chose between the following
reasons: emotional problems (e.g., anxiety/depression), motivation,
parental factors, family factors, problems in the school
environment, friendship problems, developmental disorders
(e.g., Asperger’s/Autism), other mental problems, or other
reasons not listed. Some of the teachers rated more than one of
the reasons as “1”, “2” and “3”. These teachers might not have been
able to choose the most important reason because reasons are often
complex, or they did not understand the question correctly. The
most important reason (“1”) is shown in ranking order in Table 2.
Emotional problems were the most important reason reported by
the teachers, while motivation was second most important. The
least frequent reasons were friendship problems and problems in
the school environment.

The analysis of gender differences for the most important (“1”)
reason for SAPs indicated that reasons related to motivation (26.7
percent among boys vs. 19.5 percent among girls) and developmental
disorders (10.6 percent among boys vs. 3.8 percent among girls) were
more important among boys than girls. Among girls, teachers
reported friendship problems (5.3 percent among girls vs. 2.5
percent among boys), problems in the school environment (6
percent among girls vs. 1.9 percent among boys) and emotional

TABLE 1 | Information about the lessons taught per week and about the SAP student.

Lessons per week 1–5: 34.3% 6–9: 31% 10–15: 20% 16–20: 10% >21: 5% —

Student’s grade level 5th 5.2% 6th 9.3% 7th 12.9% 8th 23.4% 9th 24.2% 10th 25%
Student’s gender Girls 43.1% Boys 56.9% — — — —
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problems (36.3 percent among girls vs. 24.8 percent among boys)
more often than among boys. Motivational reasons for SAPs were
reported as more important by teachers among lower secondary
school students, while problems in the school environment weremore
commonly reported among primary school students. For students
who did not attend homeschooling, the most important (“1”) reason
for SAPs was related to motivational issues.

Because SAPs are usually complex and caused by a myriad of
reasons, it is relevant to add the three most important reasons for
SAPs. The ranking order (the total of 1–3) is shown in Table 3.
The most frequently reported reasons were motivation and

emotional problems, while problems in the school
environmental and developmental disorders were least reported.

The teachers were also asked how often they kept in touch with
the student during homeschooling. The results were “daily or
more often”: 29.8 percent; “2–3 times a week”: 38.3 percent;
“weekly”: 21.4 percent; and “more seldom”: 10.5 percent. They
were also asked how they stayed in touch with the students and
they could choose more than one answer. Table 4 shows their
responses in ranked order.

Teachers’ Perceptions and ExperienceWith
SAP Students’ Participation, Development,
Mood, and Quality of Life During
Homeschooling?
A total of 79.8 percent of the students participated during
homeschooling, while 20.2 percent (50 students) did not. The

TABLE 3 | Three most important reasons for SAPs.

The total of
the three most
important reasons for
SAPs

Percent

Motivation 19.4
Emotional problems, e.g., anxiety/depression 18.7
Family factors 13.9
Parental factors 9.9
Other mental problems 8.9
Friendship problems 8.3
Other reasons not listed 7.8
Developmental disorders, e.g., Asperger’s/Autism 6.8
Problems in the school environment 6.4

TABLE 4 | How teachers stayed in contact with the student.

How do you stay
in contact with
the student

Percentage

Via parents 21.4
Direct with the student via. . .
Chat 21
School’s digital platform 21
SMS 11.4
Phone 9.8
Skype, Facetime, etc. 9.2
E-mail 6.3

TABLE 5 | Experiences of participation during homeschooling.

How do you experience
this student’s participation
during homeschool compared
to regular school?

Percent

Much worse 9.5
Worse 21.8
No difference 31.7
Better 24.3
Much better 11.1
Do not know 1.6

TABLE 6 | Student’s mood.

Is the student’s mood
better than before
the situation with
homeschooling?

Percent

Much worse 2.9
Worse 18.8
No differences 33.9
Better 14.6
Much better 3.3
Do not know 27.5

TABLE 7 | Student’s quality of life.

Is the student’s quality
of life better
than before the
situation with homeschooling?

Percent

Much worse 5.4
Worse 23.3
No differences 21.7
Better 10.8
Much better 3.3
Do not know 35.4

TABLE 2 | Most important reason for SAPs.

The most important
reason for SAPs

Percent

Emotional problems, e.g., anxiety/depression 29.6
Motivation 23.5
Parental factors 10.5
Family factors 9.2
Developmental disorders, e.g., Asperger’s/Autism 7.5
Other mental problems 6.1
Other reasons not listed 6.1
Friendship problems 3.7
Problems in the school environment 3.7
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number of students not participating in homeschooling increased
gradually from 5th to 10th grade (0.4 percent in 5th grade and 7.3
percent in 10th grade). Regarding the number of students in each
grade level, 8 percent did not participate in 5th grade, 13 percent
in 6th grade, 13 percent in 7th grade, 17 percent in 8th grade, 23
percent in 9th grade and 29 percent in 10th grade. There were no
gender differences related to participation in homeschooling.

Teachers rated their experiences of their students’
participation in homeschooling compared to regular school
attendance. The findings indicate that teachers very slightly
perceived better/much better participation during
homeschooling (35 percent) than worse/much worse
participation (31 percent) (Table 5). There were no significant
gender differences; however, teachers reported that more boys
than girls participated better/much better during homeschooling
(42 percent boys and 27 percent girls).

Teachers rated their experiences of the student’s mood and
quality of life during homeschooling compared to regular school
attendance. The findings indicated that most teachers did not
experience any differences, or they did not know. The majority of
teachers perceived the student’s mood and, in particular, the
student’s quality of life during homeschooling as worse (Tables 6,
7). There were no significant gender differences, however,
teachers reported better ratings for boys (32 percent of the
boys and 11 percent of the girls had a better mood, and 18
percent of the boys and 9 percent of the girls had better quality of
life during homeschooling).

Teachers’ General Thoughts and
Experiences With Homeschooling for SAP
Students
Forty-nine teachers wrote that they experienced “no changes”
during homeschooling for their SAP students. Some of the
teachers provided more insight:

“The student does very little while at school and this is
the same during homeschooling. The difference is that it
is more visible how little he really does now.”

“The student is often tired and sleeps a lot. This did not
change.”

The findings indicated that teachers experienced their students’
participation during homeschooling differently. Teachers had more
negative comments (107) than positive comments (89), as
described below. See the Appendix for an overview of the results.

Negative comments: Most of the negative comments were that
the student was not connected to the web-based solutions, did not
answer when the teacher contacted them, or they did not
participate. Many teachers commented that the student did
less or no schoolwork. Some teachers noted a decrease or lack
of motivation and believed that the student saw no point in
participating in homeschooling. A few of the teachers wrote that
the students dropped out completely (“lost the student”).

Some teachers mentioned that the parents did not manage to
follow up with their child or to structure their child’s schooldays or
other challenges at home, which the teachers weremore able to do at

school. Therefore, the student did not know what to do and was
passive and needed more help, adaptations, close monitoring,
structure, close relations and communication than the teachers
were able to give during homeschooling. Issues related to lack of
structure at home were that the student “turned around the clock”,
was awake during the nights, stayed in bed during the day and did
not get up in the morning, often related to computer games (one
mentioned reading books):

“It is worse because the student usually attended school
every day before homeschooling. The student was truant
for some lessons while in school, but it was easier to get in
touch with the student. It is now easier for the student to
avoid school by not answering digitally or not to do the
schoolwork.”

“At school we managed to push and motivate the
student, but the parents do not manage this.”

“He does nothing. When he was at school, I could
follow him up closely.”

“Relations are much needed, confirmations and
encouragement along the way and help to get started.
Now he does not get started and gives up quickly.”

“The whole family ‘turned the clock around’ and sleeps
during the day.”

Some teachers reported a combination of negative and
positive comments, such as that the student participated well
in the beginning and reduced effort after the Easter holiday.
Moreover, a few teachers commented that the student
participated better after a while and after talking to and
involving the parents.

Positive comments: Most of the positive comments referred to
the student’s greater participation during homeschooling, more
schoolwork completed (varying from a lot more to slightly more),
or a more positive mood and greater motivation for schoolwork.
Moreover, a few teachers commented that the student was not
different (did the same) than their peers while they all had
homeschooling. Another comment made by a few teachers
was that during homeschooling, they had more time to help
and talk to the student. Some teachers commented that the
student was more relaxed at home, had no anxiety, was
quieter and safer at home and received more help at home:

“The parents now understand how little she participated in
learning and they are therefore stricter with her at home.
Now she has less possibility not to attend or to blame
sickness since she is already at home.”

“He now participates in 90 percent of the class’s
arrangements, but usually he participates 10–20 percent;
the effort is the same, but the attendance is different.”

“He does not physically need to leave the house and I
reach him via Teams and it is much easier to keep his
motivation and help him to deliver and do the tasks.”

“He does more at home because he has one-to-one help
(grandmother).”
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DISCUSSION

The discussion part is in line with the three research questions. Fists we
discuss; How are the SAP students’ relations to school, class and teacher
and their characteristics? (RQ1). Secondly, we discuss;What are teachers’
perceptions and experience with SAP students’ participation,
development, mood and quality of life during homeschooling?
(RQ2). And last, we discuss; What are teachers’ general thoughts and
experiences with homeschooling for SAP students? (RQ3).

Relations to School, Class, and Teacher,
and Their Characteristics
Most of the students were in lower secondary school (72.6
percent), which is in line with previous research indicating
that preadolescents and adolescents struggle more with SAPs
and that these problems are often more complex among older
students (e.g., Elliott and Place, 1998; Heyne et al., 2002; Heyne
and Sauter, 2013). Furthermore, the results indicated that the
number of students with SAPs gradually increased with grade
level, from 5.2 percent in 5th grade to 25 percent in 10th grade.
The sample might be biased regarding the students’ gender
because teachers reported more boys (56.9 percent) than girls.
Previous research indicates no difference regarding gender
among different types of SAPs (e.g., Egger et al., 2003; Heyne
and King, 2004; Reid, 2005; Veenstra et al., 2010).

Most teachersmaintained the connectionwith the student during
homeschooling several times a week or daily. Approximately 10
percent had less than weekly contact, while 30 percent had daily or
more frequent contact with the student. Approximately 38 percent
had contact with their student 2–3 times a week and 21 percent had
weekly contact. Furthermore, teachers most frequently kept in touch
via the parents, directly with the student via the school’s digital
platform or via chat. The frequency of contact might also be related
to the teachers’ role; 72 percent were the main teachers and they
usually have more frequent contact with the students than subject
teachers do. The main teachers also have more responsibility for
students and for the school-home communication. Moreover, it is
important to note that there were no national guidelines about how
to conduct homeschooling or how to stay in touch with the students
(e.g., how, or how often).

The student characteristic regarding the most important
reason for SAPs, indicated that emotional and motivational
problems were the two most important reason reported by
these teachers for attendance problems, while friendship
problems and problems in the school environment were the
least frequent reported reasons. These findings will be
included in the next sections of the discussion.

Teachers’ Perceptions and ExperienceWith
SAP Students’ Participation, Development,
Mood, and Quality of Life During
Homeschooling?
The results indicate that 20.2 percent of the students did not
participate at all during homeschooling. However, these students
might have been absent from school totally or often before

schools closed. The number of students who did not
participate during homeschooling increased gradually from 5th
to 10th grade. One explanation for this decrease with age, might
be that adolescents often have more severe problems. In addition,
parents might not structure or guide adolescents as they do when
children are younger, leading to older students doing their
schoolwork with less supervision from parents, making
absence easier and more likely. This is related to parental
involvement. Parents who are more involved in their
children’s education, influence the child’s growth and
development and these children do better in school and
reduce absenteeism (Sheldon, 2003; Hill and Tyson, 2009;
Ingul et al., 2012). However, parents’ involvement decreases
with students’ age (Eccles and Harold, 1996). This may be
caused by parents’ decreased ability to assist their child with
homework in lower secondary school, which is characterized by
increased hierarchy and bureaucracy compared with primary
school. In addition, students have an increasing need for
autonomy as they grow older (e.g., Hill and Tyson, 2009; Hill
et al., 2018). Parents’ involvement might be even more important
when schools are closed and parents should be more responsible
for their children’s education during homeschooling.

Motivational problems were mentioned as one of the most
important reason for SAPs by the teachers in this sample and
were the most frequent reason for SAP among students who did
not participate at all during homeschooling. Some of these
students might be motivated to attend school as they might
attend school only to meet their friends. Keeping the
motivation during homeschooling might be challenging, when
there are less interactions with teachers and peers and they receive
less direct help and instructions. Moreover, e.g., academic
disengagement, lack of concentration and academic ability are
associated with truancy (e.g., Malcolm et al., 2003). Therefore, in
general, to do schoolwork might be boring and challenging for
students with motivational problems. Moreover, some students
may lack concentration at school or have behavioral problems or
ADHD; they may therefore work better at home, which is quieter
and more structured than school. Some students might also
request and receive more help and structure from their
parents than they do from their teachers because teachers have
many students in their class.

The teachers were asked to rate their experiences of the
student’s participation during homeschooling compared to
regular school attendance. These results indicate that more
teachers (24.3%) experienced homeschooling as better than
regular school for SAP students. However, it is important to
note that many teachers did not notice any differences (31.7%)
in the student’s participation during homeschooling, and some
(21.8%) reported less participation from the SAP student. The
qualitative findings indicate that more teachers had negative
than positive comments, but they experienced students’
participation very differently. Moreover, some teachers
wrote both positive and negative comments for the student.
This might be explained by the fact that homeschooling was
delivered differently as there were no guidelines to follow and
that some of the tasks were more structured and easier for
them to do. Previous research indicates a need for tailored
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interventions for each SAP student because they have different
risk and protective factors (e.g., Kearney and Bates, 2005;
Heyne, 2006). This is also relevant for homeschooling as it
is for regular schooling. It is important to note that teachers
reported that more boys than girls participated better/much
better during homeschooling. One explanation for this might
be the gender gap in computer science and technology and the
finding that girls at an early age have less interest and self-
efficacy in technology than boys do (e.g., Master et al., 2017).
Because homeschooling is mainly conducted through digital
platforms, this might be more motivating for boys than girls.

Teachers’ ratings of students’ mood and quality of life might
explain the more holistic experience of homeschooling for these
students. More teachers thought that the student’s mood was
worse/much worse than better/much better; however, most of
them did not notice any difference or did not know. Twice as
many teachers stated that the student’s quality of life was worse/
much worse than better/much better during homeschooling.
However, most of the teachers did not know and some did
not notice any differences.

These findings indicate that many teachers perceived
homeschooling to be worse than attending school for the
SAP students’ quality of life. It is important to have a
holistic view and not focus only on students’ participation
in school activities since their mental health, well-being and
social functioning are important. Many factors may contribute
to students’ functioning while at home, such as parental,
family, peer/friend, and individual factors. Moreover,
parents are an important source for their children’s mood
and quality of life and they often have more information about
their children than teachers do. A study that examined parents’
perspective indicated that well-being was improved in the
short and long term when school refusers had
homeschooling (Wray and Thomas, 2013). Therefore,
teachers and parents might not agree in all aspects of
homeschooling. Previous studies indicate that parents are
generally more positive about homeschooling than the
teachers in the current study. Homeschooling is by most
scholars not recommended as a regular intervention for
SAP students, because the students easily fall into a
negative or vicious circle which is difficult to break
(Thambirajah et al., 2008). All the aspects of the cycle
might not be in the parents’ minds when they see
homeschooling as a good alternative, they are maybe more
here-and-now noticing a decrease in anxiety levels and
increase in quality of life for their child. Additionally, their
child might be doing more schoolwork than before, all in all
appearing to be a positive development compared to the
experience of stress, anxiety, or worries they experienced
while their child was at school. But the parents might not
be aware of the potential long-term consequences and
functional impairment associated with SAPs. However, if
the students perceive to be on top academically during
homeschooling, it might be easier to return to school as
they do not perceive to be academically behind their peers,
maybe for the first time. But in line with the negative or vicious
circle, absence might be maintained as students’ anxiety about

attending school increases in the long run when the student
stays at home (Thambirajah et al., 2008). This might be further
escalated as homeschooled students often experience a lack of
socialization (lack of social interaction and development of
social skills), which is the most common and disturbing
concern for homeschooling (Romanowski, 2006; Ray, 2013).

Teachers’ General Thoughts and
Experiences With Homeschooling for SAP
Students
The most common negative comments from teachers were that
the students did not connect to the web-based solutions or did not
answer the teacher and that the student participated less or did
not do schoolwork. This might be related to some of the other
comments of the teachers, such as a lack of structure and help at
home, the student’s need for close monitoring, help and
adaptation, a lack of motivation to participate or do
schoolwork and the fact that some students “turned the clock
around” and slept during the school day. Individual work at home
might be challenging for many students because they need help
structuring their school day at home, which might be why some
dropped out completely or did not participate. Since motivational
issues were one of the most common reasons for SAPs, these
students might need closer monitoring and adaptation than the
teacher was able to provide during homeschooling; this might be
further reinforced if parents are not involved in their child’s
schoolwork. This might indicate that homeschooling is a
challenge if the student has motivational issues in general.
Other activities might be more appealing, such as playing
computer games or sleeping during the day.

Some teachers mentioned that homeschooling was initially
positive for the student but became negative and that the students
reduced their effort after the Easter holiday, approximately
1 month after homeschooling started. This might be because
the students were tired of homeschooling and it became more
difficult to keep up with the structure and complete schoolwork at
home and mostly alone. Another reason could be a lack of
variation during and between schooldays. Students’ reduced
effort might also be explained by a new interest; it might
initially be exciting not to attend school and do schoolwork at
home. Moreover, it might be more difficult to connect after the
Easter holiday, which lasts for 10 days in Norway. However, a few
teachers mentioned the opposite: it took a while until the student
was connected and participated and then the student often did so
in close cooperation with the parents. This indicates the need for
parental involvement in children’s schoolwork during
homeschooling and suggests that school-home cooperation is
an important aspect during homeschooling.

Teachers’ positive comments were the opposite of the negative
comments. Most of the comments were that students participated
more, did more schoolwork, were more positive and motivated
and asked for more help from the teacher. This might be
explained by the fact that some SAP students fear situations
or activities in school (e.g., Kearney, 2008) and might be related to
emotional problems (e.g., anxiety/depression) which were the
most frequent teachers reported reason for SAP for these
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students. Moreover, some teachers perceived the student to be
safer and more relaxed, that it was quieter at home and that the
student had no anxiety while doing schoolwork at home. This is
in line with previous findings from parental views regarding
home education (Knox, 1989; Fortune-Wood, 2007; Wray and
Thomas, 2013). If attending school creates fear and being at
school means being afraid most of the time, it is understandable
that some students have less energy, motivation and
concentration at school and for learning. Fear and anxiety
tend to increase and expand with avoidance; thus,
homeschooling is not a good solution in the long run.
Moreover, students might fall into the negative or vicious
circle, which might be difficult to break (described above)
(e.g., Thambirajah et al., 2008). This might result in prolonged
absence when schools reopen, Therefore, a gradual school return
is usually warranted. However, in line with a study by Maeda and
Heyne (2019), their findings indicate that rapid school return is
effective for adolescent school refusers. Moreover, if a student has
anxiety or fear about attending school, standard treatments are
relaxation training, gradual reintroduction and exposure to
school and cognitive behavioral therapy and/or family therapy
(e.g., King et al., 2000).

Another explanation for teachers’ positive experiences of
homeschooling might be that some students received more
help at home, as indicated by a few teachers. This might be
related to parents’ involvement in their child’s schoolwork at
home (e.g., Hill and Tyson, 2009). Moreover, some parents
worked at home during the pandemic, lost their job or were
temporarily laid off and therefore had more possibilities to help
and be involved in their children’s schoolwork. A few teachers
commented that they had more time to help and talk to their
student during homeschooling, indicating that some teachers
perceived that they were more able to help and structure
homeschooling for students than when school was running as
normal.

Another positive comment from a few teachers was that
during homeschooling, the students were the same as their
peers because they all had homeschooling. Most students want
to be like the others and not being different from others is
important for school refusers from their parents’ views (Havik
et al., 2014).

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

One strength of the current study is that it was conducted while
schools from 5th to 10th grade level still were closed and all
students were given homeschooling. This provides ecological
validity because the answers were based on the teachers’
recent experiences. Another strength is that a few teachers
were asked to read the draft and provide feedback to ensure
that their experiences were included and recognized. Because
only one teacher answered and confirmed the findings, we do not
know whether the other teachers agreed with the draft, making
the internal validity somewhat uncertain.

Another strength is that the teachers had experiences with SAP
students based on a previously mentioned common definition of

SAPs. However, one limitation is that the definition is wide and
covers many types of SAPs. This might explain the variation in
teachers’ answers, suggesting that what works for one type of SAP
might be worse or unhelpful for another type. Teachers were
asked to rank the three most important reasons for their students’
SAPs. The main reasons reported by these teachers were students’
emotional problems (e.g., anxiety and/or depression) and
motivation, while school environmental factors and friendship
problems were least reported. In a study among Swedish teachers,
teachers perceived family factors to be the most important
reasons for school absenteeism (Gren-Landell et al., 2015).
Moreover, many parents of school refusers feel blamed for
their child’s problems by the school (Havik et al., 2014) and
students, parents and schools blame each other for truancy (e.g.,
Kinder et al., 1996; Kinder and Wilkin, 1998; Malcolm et al.,
2003). Reid (2002) noted that schools might blame parents for
absence so that schools have no responsibility for the absent
student. Because the reasons reported by the teachers in this study
might not be correct or precise, we did not analyze the data based
on the reasons for SAPs.

Another limitation of this study is that only teachers
participated, and other perspectives, such as those of parents
and students themselves, should be included. However, a strength
is the number of participating teachers. Because school closure
was a first-time situation, it was not convenient to use
preestablished categories. Moreover, the aim was to obtain in-
depth insight into teachers’ experiences with homeschooling. By
using preestablished categories, we might have lost some of the
rich information from the teachers.

Some of the teachers were subject teachers (28.2 percent),
whichmight indicate that they did not know the student as well as
the main teachers did, as they may not have a holistic
understanding of the SAP student. In addition, the number of
lessons they taught the student according to the timetable varied,
which might indicate that they did not know the student or that
they taught several subjects and lessons in the same class.
However, as many as 66 percent of teachers taught SAP
students more than 5 h each week.

It is important to note that this study was conducted after only
a few weeks of closure. If a similar study was done among teachers
at schools that were closed or partly closed for a longer time, or
after schools reopened, the results may have been different.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS AND
CONCLUSION

Homeschooling may have been provided differently among
schools and teachers because schools were closed for the first
time in history and no national guidelines existed. The results of
this study indicate that homeschooling might not be a good
solution for all students with SAPs as seen from teachers’
perspectives. Twenty percent of the students in this sample
did not participate at all and this number increased from 5th
to 10th grade level. Moreover, other SAP students participated
but did not do schoolwork, indicating that homeschooling might
be counterproductive for some. Findings also indicate that
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homeschooling is less suited for older students, which might be
related to less parental involvement, a need for a stronger
cooperation between school and home during homeschooling
and the need for schools to inform and instruct parents on how to
help their child. Moreover, cooperation between school and home
might be even more important during homeschooling than
during regular schooling. This was described by a few of the
teachers in situations where the student did not work until the
teacher contacted the parents. Some students received extensive
help and structure at home, while others did not.

Because homeschooling does not fit all SAP students, tailored
assessment and interventions for each SAP student are warranted,
because they have different challenges and resources and
schooldays and schoolwork are structured differently. The in-
depth answers from teachers were slightly more negative than the
quantitative data. However, when students’ mood and quality of
life were included, the qualitative and quantitative data were more
aligned. This indicates that other factors than schoolwork are
important for students’ well-being; home-related and individual
factors are also important when doing schoolwork at home.
Moreover, teachers might not be able to follow up students as
closely as necessary when they are not physically together with
their students.

Based on the reasons for SAPs, the findings indicate that
homeschooling might work differently for different reasons for
SAP students. Motivation and emotional problems (e.g., anxiety/
depression) were most frequently reported reasons for SAP by
teachers in this study. When students have motivational issues
related to schoolwork, it might be difficult to get started with
schoolwork at home. This might be even more difficult for older
students, who often receive less help and structure from their
parents. The findings also indicated that students who did not
participate in homeschooling had more motivational issues than
those who participated. When students are absent from school
due to a lack of motivation, homeschooling might not be a good
intervention. For other students, homeschooling might be a relief
for emotional symptoms, but this might be a mixed blessing
because avoidance rarely results in symptom relief in the long
run. However, it might indicate that gradual return and a slow
increase in attendance are needed upon returning to school, as
this might reduce the risk of students feeling overloaded and
overwhelmed upon returning, which may make them unable
to cope.

The study also indicates that teachers did not recognize school
environmental problems or friendship problems as important reasons

for SAPs for the students. This is an important finding as these factors
are closely associated with SAPs. When teachers do not recognize
school-related factors for SAPs, such as how students perceive their
school environment and peer relations, they might not be able to
identify and adapt school factors for the student, even when teachers
are in a position to do so. However, teachers reported school
environmental factors and peer problems, in addition to emotional
problems, to be more important reasons for SAPs for girls than for
boys, while motivation and developmental disorders were more
important for boys than for girls. These findings indicate that girls
and boysmight need different interventions. However, we believe that
assessing reasons for SAPs is more important than the students’
gender.

Homeschooling was perceived differently by teachers for their
SAP students and therefore, homeschooling should not be
recommended as an intervention for all SAP students. For
some, homeschooling is positive because it reduces symptoms
of emotional difficulties in the short run, makes it easier to
concentrate and increases their quality of life. This could
indicate that homeschooling should be recommended for this
group of students. However, socialization is also an important
part of attending school and emotional difficulties often decrease
when students are absent from school for a prolonged period.
Therefore, we do not recommend homeschooling as a permanent
intervention for students with SAPs. Nevertheless, these findings
provide input on how school life can be adapted (e.g., small
groups for students with emotional difficulties, fewer stressors
and more specific practical tasks for students with concentration
difficulties), which will be investigated in more detail in another
article. The findings also indicate that all individual and
contextual factors must determine the final intervention for
each SAP student, including homeschooling as an intervention.
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APPENDIX TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES OF
THE SAP STUDENT.

Negative (107 comments) Positive (89 comments)

Not connected to web-based solution, do not answer or participate/attend Participate more and do more schoolwork (a lot more/slightly more), more
motivated and positive

Do less or no schoolwork The teacher has more time to help and talk to the student
Lack of motivation, see no point in participating, given up on school (including those who
dropped out completely), lost the student

Do as peers (all are homeschooled)–no different than their peers

Lack of structure and help at home Passive, do not know what to do, need more help,
structure, and adaptation

More relaxed, safer, and quieter at home, no anxiety at home

“Turned the clock around”, including playing computer games Get more help at home
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