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According to Norway’s Educational Act (§2-1), all children and youths from age 6
to 16 have a right and an obligation to attend free and inclusive education, and
most of them attend public schools. Attending school is important for students’
social and academic development and learning; however, some children do not attend
school caused by a myriad of possible reasons. Interventions for students with school
attendance problems (SAPs) must be individually adopted for each student based
on a careful assessment of the difficulties and strengths of individuals and in the
student’s environment. Homeschooling might be one intervention for students with
SAPs; however, researchers and stakeholders do not agree that this is an optimal
intervention. Schools that were closed from the middle of March 2020 due to the COVID-
19 pandemic provided an opportunity to investigate remote education more closely. An
explorative study was conducted that analyzed 248 teachers’ in-depth perspectives on
how to use and integrate experiences from the period of remote education for students
with SAPs when schools reopen. Moreover, teachers’ perspectives on whether school
return would be harder or easier for SAP students following remote education were
investigated. The teachers’ experiences might be useful when planning school return
for students who have been absent for prolonged periods.

Keywords: school attendance problems, teachers’ experiences, remote education, homeschooling, COVID-19
pandemic, school return

INTRODUCTION

School attendance problems (SAPs) are a concern in many countries because attending school
is important for students’ academic, emotional, and social learning (e.g., Kearney, 2008). Home
education or homeschooling is an intervention for some students who have been absent for
a prolonged period, as a part of a gradual return that connects the student to school and to
schoolwork at home. However, this is a controversial topic in the literature (Kearney, 2016). Some
researchers (e.g., McShane et al., 2004; Melvin and Tonge, 2012) claim that students should not
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do schoolwork at home because it is believed to prolong absence.
Others (e.g., Kearney, 2016) argue that doing schoolwork at
home might reduce the anxiety of falling behind academically
and ultimately make school return easier. When schools in
many countries closed in the middle of March 2020 due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers had to immediately provide
education at home to teach their students using various digital
solutions, tools, and skills. The concept “emergency remote
education” clearly separate the practice during the period of
closed schools from planned practices such as distance education,
e-learning, online education, homeschooling, or other concepts
being used in different countries, and (Bozkurt et al., 2020).!
No national guidelines existed in Norway about how to do
remote education; however, the curriculum and the Education
Act were still applicable. The main aim of this study was
to investigate teachers’ perspectives on how to integrate their
experiences of remote education during the pandemic for
students with SAPs when schools reopen and to investigate their
perceptions of how the experiences from remote education could
impact school return.

School Attendance Problems

Attending school is important for students’ behavioral, social,
economic, and educational learning (e.g., Kearney, 2008; Ansari
et al., 2020), in addition to the fact that in Norway, education
is a right and an obligation from age 6 to 16 (grade level 1-10).
However, SAPs are a concern in many countries, and research
in this area is increasing. SAPs are usually seen as unauthorized
absences, which are absences not recorded as illnesses or with
permission from the school (Dalziel and Henthorne, 2005). Many
types of SAPs exist, such as truancy, school refusal, school
withdrawal, and school exclusion (e.g., Heyne et al., 2019). In
this study, all types of unauthorized/undocumented SAPs are
included based on criteria adapted from Kearney (2008). The
reasons for SAPs are multiple and often complex (Egger et al,
2003; Heyne et al., 2011; Ingul and Nordahl, 2013; Havik et al,,
2014, 2015; Blote et al., 2015).

Thambirajah et al. (2008) proposed a vicious cycle to describe
how absence might be maintained for students with anxiety-
based school refusal. This cycle visualizes how an absent student
might lose opportunities to improve peer relationships and social
functioning and therefore experience social isolation. These
students may also fall behind in schoolwork, making school
return difficult because they fear school failure. Together, these
factors might increase students’ levels of anxiety as anxiety-
provoking situations at school are avoided. Although this circle
mainly explains anxiety-based school refusal, it is also relevant to
understand other types of SAPs.

'In this article we use “remote education” about the education given at home
during school closure caused by the pandemic. It is important to note that the
teachers themselves used “homeschooling” when they answered, as this is the term
being used in Norway. Moreover, “homeschooling” was used in all the information
about this study for the participating teachers. The use of “remote education” is in
line with Bozkurt et al. (2020), who use “emergency remote education,” because
the practice differs from planned practices (e.g., distance education, e-learning,
online education, homeschooling). Moreover, homeschooling and home education
as planned practice are being used as synonymous in the article for the readability.

Traditional Homeschooling

According to the Educational Act in Norway, parents can
decide to provide education at home for their children. They
might do this for several reasons, such as long-term illness,
concern about and dissatisfaction with the educational system,
school environment, or available academic instruction, failure
to meet their child’s needs, inadequate responses to bullying or
well-being, and the provision of religious or moral instruction
(e.g., Medlin, 2000; NCES, 2009; Mitchell, 2021). Moreover,
some parents of SAP students might fear harmful situations in
school or be critical of the school, teacher, or education (e.g.,
Kearney, 2008; Thambirajah et al., 2008) and want their child
to be educated at home. In traditional homeschooling, parents
administer the education and the educational goals. The quality
should be the same as in public education as explained in the
Educational Act, and municipalities are required to evaluate the
education provided.

Home education or homeschooling is controversial in general
and for students with SAPs (Kearney, 2016). One concern
is the lack of socialization (Romanowski, 2006; Ray, 2013)
and some researchers are critical of homeschooling movements
and fear that it might lead to social isolation from other
children (e.g., Mayberry et al., 1995; Lubienski, 2000; Monk,
2004). However, previous research indicates that parents are
aware of the importance of children’s socialization when they
are homeschooled, and they often encourage socialization for
their children (e.g., Nelson, 2014; Neuman and Guterman,
2017; Fensham-Smith, 2021). A study by de Carvalho and
Skipper (2019) provides insight into the social lives of three
United Kingdom home-educated adolescent girls and their
mothers. The findings indicate that the parents encouraged their
children to socialize by organizing social activities and groups.
Home educating networks had an important role in bringing
families together and serving as a supportive network for parents
and children that offered a variety of social interactions, and
these adolescents participated in a range of social experiences (de
Carvalho and Skipper, 2019). Therefore, there is no agreement
on how homeschooling affects socialization, and more research
is needed. In addition, this issue is part of a larger discussion
because some students find socialization in school to be
problematic (Mitchell, 2021).

Homeschooling and School Attendance
Problems

Homeschooling might be an intervention in addition to partial
school attendance for SAP students to prepare for gradual school
return (e.g., Carroll, 1996; Thambirajah et al., 2008). However,
when students with SAPs do schoolwork at home, they might
believe this could be a lasting solution, leading to a vicious cycle
that is difficult to break (Thambirajah et al., 2008; Wijetunge
and Lakmini, 2011). When students’ complete schoolwork at
home, they might not experience anxiety or worries related to
school and might have better general well-being. In this way,
homeschooling might be a good intervention to fill academic
gaps and reduce students’ anxiety caused by school situations,
which might make school return easier. However, findings from

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

June 2022 | Volume 7 | Article 895983


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

Havik and Ingul

School Return After the Pandemic

a recent study indicate that some students do not do schoolwork
during emergency remote education, and 20% do not participate
at all (Havik and Ingul, 2021a). This indicates that school at
home during the pandemic may not fill academic gaps for all
SAP students. These students fall behind academically, which
potentially increases their anxiety about school return. School
at home is therefore not a good solution for all SAP students
(Havik and Ingul, 2021a).

Moreover, when students have school at home, SAP students
might miss social experiences with peers and teachers, which is
a concern about home education in general (e.g., Ray, 2013). For
students who experience negative interactions in school, such as
bullying (e.g., Havik et al., 2014, 2015), doing schoolwork at home
might be liberating; but in the long-term school return might be
even harder because they are socially isolated.

Some studies recommend homeschooling for students with
school refusal who dislike and avoid school (Stroobant and
Jones, 2006; Stroobant, 2008), arguing that students and their
families might be in a stressful situation and that stressors are
reduced when the student stays at home. Furthermore, this
situation may lead to less unrest and disturbance at home,
making everyday life easier for the whole family. However, others
do not recommend homeschooling because it might promote
avoidance (Melvin and Tonge, 2012). Moreover, homeschooling
might increase students’ anxiety and thereby maintain avoidance
(e.g., Thambirajah et al., 2008; Ek and Eriksson, 2013; Heyne and
Sauter, 2013).

Developmental processes might slow or stop during
homeschooling, even if it leads to sufficient academic learning.
A study of parents of students with school refusal in the
United Kingdom found that most of them wanted to continue
home education because their children thrived academically
and socially (Wray and Thomas, 2013). Findings from this
study indicated that symptoms associated with school refusal
mostly disappeared or were reduced during home education,
which is in line with findings indicating that home education
“virtually eliminates any mental illness” (Knox, 1989, p. 150)
and that symptoms “either disappear completely with no
aftereffects or decline considerably” (Fortune-Wood, 2007,
p- 137). Wray and Thomas (2013) concluded that home
education should be an alternative to school return from the
parental perspective. However, although symptoms of mental
illness disappear or decrease when stressors are removed,
they may increase when stressors such as school return
are reintroduced.

Remote Education During the Pandemic
Remote education for all students during a pandemic is different
than traditional homeschooling for a few students. During the
pandemic, digital/distance lessons were provided without any
national guidelines to inform practice. Teachers were asked to
immediately provide all teaching from home. Teachers used a
variety of digital tools, and the majority gave live lessons daily
by video communication (Fjortoft, 2020).

Remote education may be provided differently between
schools and teachers and Norwegian teachers reported using
“trial and error” and guidance from colleagues/advisors at

school as their main resource to increase competence in
their digital practice during the pandemic (Fjortoft, 2020).
Fjortoft's study indicates that teachers believed they had
mastered digital teaching without any major challenges,
but some felt that digital teaching/tools required more
preparation and better classroom management. Moreover,
a key finding from a national survey of parents was that remote
education during the pandemic largely consisted of students
doing individual tasks with limited support from teachers
(Blikstad-Balas et al., 2022).

In a study from the United States, most parents (64%) were
concerned that their children had fallen behind academically due
to school closure during the pandemic (Horowitz, 2020). Another
United States study indicated that students may have fallen
substantially behind academically, especially in mathematics, and
that students were likely to enter school with greater variability in
academic skills than during normal circumstances (Kuhfeld et al.,
2020). In the Netherlands, where schools were closed for only
8 weeks, school closure was associated with academic learning
losses (Engzell et al., 2020).

School Return

According to most researchers, early identification and
interventions for SAPs are of great importance (e.g., Kearney
and Graczyk, 2014; Keppens et al., 2019). Research indicates
that every day of attendance counts and contributes to
students’ learning and that academic outcomes are enhanced by
maximizing attendance in school without a “safe” threshold (e.g.,
Hancock et al., 2013). Moreover, Simon et al. (2020) found that
individual students tend to stabilize their rates of absence after
third grade and noted the importance of early interventions in a
student’s school career.

When students have been absent from school, a gradual
return as quickly as reasonably possible is often recommended
because it increases the likelihood of successful outcomes
(e.g., Elliott and Place, 2012; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014).
A gradual return and introduction to school for anxiety-
based school refusal is included in most cognitive behavior
therapy-based manuals (Blagg and Yule, 1984; King et al,
2000; Heyne et al., 2015). In a study from Japan, a rapid
return approach was effective for adolescents with school
refusal who were unwilling to attend individual therapy
(Maeda and Heyne, 2019).

However, after the pandemic, all students need to be
reintegrated and reengaged in school, and gradual school return
is important for SAP students. Reengagement is one important
aspect of the Alternative Educational Program in the Netherlands
(Link) for school refusers (Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019).
Teachers in Link help students prepare for reintegration to
school, which includes gradually facing school-related fears and
working together on steps in a fear hierarchy. Some of these
activities might be helpful for some SAP students when gradually
reengaging and returning to school after the pandemic. Examples
are “to participate in a game, ask question in class, take a test,
observe cooking lessons, and sit in on group discussions, and then
gradually increase the amount and type of participation in such
activities” (Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019, p. 81).
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Cooperation

Cooperation within a team with students, staff in school,
parents, peers, and health personnel is strongly encouraged
for SAPs (Brand and O’Conner, 2004; Nuttall and Woods,
2013; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Gren-Landell et al., 2015;
Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019). Findings from an in-depth
interview study examining the current systems of collaboration
between schools, children, and mental health services indicated
deep-seated barriers to good collaboration (Rothi and Leavey,
2006). These teachers experienced frustration because they were
excluded from mental health care management even though
they were affected professionally by the decisions that were
made there; moreover, they experienced delays in intervention
and poor communication (Rothi and Leavey, 2006). Nuttall
and Woods (2013) interviewed youths, parents, school staff,
and other professionals and noted the importance of close
collaboration with the professionals involved. In a qualitative
study with parents of children with school refusal, the parents
emphasized a need for a coordinated team approach (Havik
et al., 2014). Moreover, parental support and involvement,
positive school-parent relationships, and good communication
are essential for good interventions for attendance problems
(Havik et al., 2014; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014; Finning et al,,
2018). From teachers’ perspectives cooperation between school
and home is more important during remote education than
regular schooling because structure and help at home vary greatly
and is important for how students handle to do schoolwork at
home (Havik and Ingul, 2021a).

Tailored Interventions and a Safe

Learning Environment

In an ideal world, schools should be a place where all students
feel safe, are engaged, and connected, and interact positively with
teachers and peers. SAPs are a diverse issue for individual reasons,
meaning that “one size doesn’t fit all” (e.g., Kearney and Graczyk,
2014, 2020; Finning et al., 2018; Heyne, 2019). The similarity
is that students do not attend school, but their reasons for not
attending school are diverse. Therefore, interventions must be
adapted and tailored for each student based on an assessment
of the student’s parent/family, peers, school, and community
regarding the difficulties and strengths (Kearney, 2008; Ingul
etal., 2019).

Students need a safe learning environment with good relations
and support from teachers and peers as well as structure, routines,
and quiet surroundings during the school day to help them feel
that the school day is predictable, which is important for SAP
students (Nuttall and Woods, 2013; Havik et al., 2014). They
also need support in their learning process, to be connected to
learning and schoolwork and to be engaged. Nuttall and Woods
(2013) claim that these students need an individualized approach,
and that schoolwork should be linked to personal interests for
them to be able to achieve their educational goals.

The Present Study

The main aim of this study was to investigate teachers’
experiences of remote education during the pandemic for SAP

students and how these experiences could be used when schools
reopen. We also wanted to investigate whether teachers believe
that school return will be harder or easier following remote
education at home. The research questions were as follows.
RQ1: How can experiences from remote education be used and
integrated when schools reopen? RQ2: Do teachers think that
school return will be harder or easier for SAP students following
remote education during the pandemic?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The final sample for this study consisted of 248 teachers from
all municipalities in Norway; 75% of the sample were female
teachers, reflecting gender in primary and lower secondary
schools in Norway (SBSS, 2019). The sample consisted of teachers
from all 11 counties of Norway, varying between 8 and 45
teachers in each county. We had no other information about
the teachers than gender, county they work, and whether they
were the main or subject teacher for the SAP student. Thus, we
cannot claim that the sample is random, or generalize and draw
conclusions for all teachers in Norway. For more information
about the sample, see Havik and Ingul (2021a).

Design

Because this was an explorative study, most of the questions
were open-ended, and teachers were asked to write their answers
briefly and concisely in their own words. When answering the
survey, we asked the teachers to choose and think about one
student with SAPs in their class 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% undocumented absences since
Christmas (10 weeks).

Procedure

All schools in Norway received an e-mail about the study on
24th April 2020. They were asked to distribute the e-mail to
the teachers in their school who had students with SAPs in
grade levels 5-10 because these grade levels still had remote
education. We asked the teachers to answer a web-based
questionnaire within 2 weeks.

The questionnaire did not link the teachers’ answers to their
computers’ IP addresses, in line with requirements for anonymity
from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data. This research
project was not subject to notification since no sensitive personal
data were collected. The participants gave their consent to
participate by answering the questionnaire. They were given
instructions in the e-mail, which also contained information
about the aim of the study and stated that participation
was voluntary. Those who chose to participate completed a
questionnaire with three topics: the first part included general
questions concerning all students and remote education a, 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 class. The current study used qualitative data from the
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second part and included the following questions: (1) How can
you use experiences with remote education when schools reopen?
(2) Describe whether the situation with remote education will
make it easier or more difficult for SAP students to return to
school. Because the questions were open-ended, the teachers
wrote their own answers. Some wrote in-depth answers (up to
130 words), while others wrote only short answers.

Analyzing Qualitative Data

In this study a deductive approach was used, reading relevant
theory related to the research questions, and testing its
implications with the collected data. Deductive thematic analysis
was chosen because it facilitates the interpretation of identifiable
themes and patterns of teachers’ perspectives and experiences.
A “theoretical” or deductive thematic analysis is more driven by
the researcher’s theoretical interest and a detailed analysis of some
aspect of the data, which affects how we coded the data, where we
coded for specific research questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006,
2019). The data were analyzed using deductive thematic analysis,
which is flexible, offers an accessible way to analyze qualitative
data (Aronson, 1995; Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2019; Lambert and
O’Halloran, 2008) and is well suited when generating (initial)
themes or patterns of shared meaning in the data. The analysis
is more descriptive than interpretive, inspired by Moustakas’
(1994) transcendental or psychological phenomenology. Six steps
are suggested to be followed (Braun and Clarke, 2006): (1)
familiarizing with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3)
searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and
naming themes, and (6) producing the report/article. The data,
which comprised the teachers’ in-depth answers, were carefully
discussed, analyzed, and categorized by both researchers.

The process of analyzes involved several stages based on
guidelines from different sources (Aronson, 1995; Braun and
Clarke, 2006). First the data was read several times and organized
in two documents, one for each research questions. The initial
thoughts were noted in a separate column in each document,
related to the concepts we considered interesting or significant for
the research questions. Then the data set was re-read several times
and the initial notes were transformed into specific subthemes,
representing the meaning within the data set. Third, main themes
were identified consisting of a varying number of identified
subthemes. The frequency of occurrence of each theme and
subtheme was recorded to establish the strength of each theme
(mentioned in the tables). Some of the illustrations from the
raw data were extracted to provide evidence of each theme
and subtheme. Then the final analysis was related back to the
research questions and the previous literature, before writing
out the results.

RESULTS

The main aim of the current study was to explore teachers’
perspectives based on an approximately 2-month period of
remote education for SAP students. The results are presented
based on the research questions: RQ1: How can experiences from
remote education be used and integrated when schools reopen?

and RQ2: Did the teachers think school return would be harder
or easier for SAP students following remote education during the
pandemic?

Use of the Experiences From Remote
Education When Schools Reopen

Most of the teachers in this study were concerned with the
importance of SAP students attending or partly attending school
immediately when schools reopened to motivate and plan for
re-entry in close cooperation with the student and home/other
services. This topic was incorporated into many of the other
themes that emerged from the analyses. Other main themes
that emerged from the data were as follows (Table 1 gives an
overview of the themes).

Digital/Hybrid Solutions

Digital/hybrid solutions were mentioned by many of the teachers.
These comments were about the importance of continuing to use
digital solutions/lessons in addition to partial school attendance.
Moreover, the teachers and students had learned more about
digital solutions and had increased their digital skills to do
schoolwork at home. Many of the teachers believed that these
experiences could be used when schools reopened, such as
using digital lessons when students did not attend school for
lessons/days or as part of the adapted plan for the students. Some
teachers expressed a need for a more flexible school and the
integration of school at home as part of the SAP students’ plans
and gradual reintegration. They believed this might reduce stress
and engage the SAP student more, which would encourage the
student to participate more. The quotations below illustrate this.

“Continue to teach digitally and incorporate and organize this in
line with measures to achieve the goal to return to school.”

“These experiences show the possibility to set up assignments for
the student to work from home if the student does not manage to
attend school.”

“The expertise in the use of digital tools is useful for us teachers
because we use the students’ preferred learning channel. They
are used to gaining knowledge and orienting themselves on
YouTube. When we share subjects in the same arena, the students’
motivation increases.”

TABLE 1 | Experiences that can be used in re-entry to school.

Digital/hybrid
solutions (54)

Individual students’
needs

The importance of
social interactions

Relations with teacher
and school (35)

Importance of peers (9)

Individual adaptations
and structure (50)
Know the students’
challenges/reasons for
SAPs better (13)
Cooperation and
involvement with
parents (17)
Cooperation with
others (12)

The number in parentheses is the number of teachers answering.
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“We may need to consider greater flexibility in everyday school
life. It is perhaps enough for many students who struggle in
different arenas, academically or socially, and that they can
sometimes choose homeschooling. We do not have to push
everyone into the same shape. The school must be more flexible.”

Individual Adaptations and Structure

Many teachers expressed a need for individual adaptation and
better follow-up for these adaptations. Some of the examples
expressed by the teachers were working with tasks in which the
students’ experienced mastery and for which they were motivated
and interested, lowering and setting more realistic requirements,
and providing sufficient time and help. Another example was the
importance of structuring their school day, lessons, and tasks
with concrete working plans and the need for a safe and quiet
learning environment. Some of the quotations illustrating these
examples of tailored adaptations and structure are as follows:

“Use the feeling of mastery and joy she has felt during this period
to motivate her to continue. Make the student aware that this is
only for a shorter period until the schools reopen. Set specific goals
with the student and do not skip routines.”

“Adapt as much as possible related to the student’s interests. Offer
help and support at the same time as helping the student to
stay motivated (.)... I also think it is important to lower the
requirements, as it is more important that something is done, and
there is a need for close guidance.”

“It is extremely important to maintain a solid structure in all areas
where it is possible. . ..”

In relation to individual adaptations/plans, a few teachers
wrote that during remote education they learned more about the
student, including the student’s challenges, reasons, and strengths
and who was involved in the students schoolwork at home.

“We now see more clearly what the reason is for school refusal.”

“We know more about what the student likes academically, and
which lessons the student is most engaged in.”

Some teachers commented on the importance and need for
closer cooperation with others for examination and assessment
of the student and treatment/help.

“Itis clearer that the student is struggling with self-confidence and
partial anxiety about something, so when we return to school, I
will contact the health nurse (the parents have given permission
for this).”

“We need to collaborate even more with other services to get the
student to school.”

The need for close home-school cooperation and parental
involvement was expressed by some teachers. Some of them
experienced closer cooperation with the parents, and parents
were more involved during remote education than before,
while others experienced the opposite, including difficulties in
cooperation and lack of involvement by parents. Moreover, some
commented that they now knew more about how much or how
little parents followed up and cared for their child’s schooling.

“The home is now more included in the schoolwork and has better
conditions to follow up. ...”

“We need a much closer dialog with the home.”

“We had good dialog with the home, both before and during the
COVID-19 situation, and we expect this will continue afterward
as well. However, it did not help because absenteeism is increasing
for this student.”

Relations With Teacher, School, and Peers

Many teachers experienced the importance of working more
closely with the student, who needed to be seen more and
required more help during the period of remote education. They
also expressed the importance of a close relationship between
the teacher and the student, such as having good dialog, smiling
at the student, and being patient and caring. Moreover, a few
teachers expressed the importance of meeting peers and friends
for social interactions in school. Some quotations illustrating the
importance of relations are as follows:

“...We have achieved a good relationship during this period, and
therefore it might be easier for her to attend school.”

“The experiences with this student have shown us that it is
necessary to have close follow-up/monitoring during regular
school and homeschooling.”

“It is good for her to come back to school where she gets closer
follow-up/monitoring by the teacher when the going gets tough.”

“The importance of relations via physical attendance is more
obvious for me.”

“The student might get more motivation to attend school when
meeting friends.”

“During the first days at school, it becomes important to work
with the social part in the class again. This is probably what the
students need most when they return, especially for this girl.”

Finally, some teachers did not answer the question about the
use of their experiences, a few teachers wrote that there would be
no change or that they would keep working as they did before,
and two of the teachers commented that school at home did not
work or was not useful for the SAP student. Moreover, many
teachers did not know or were insecure about how to use their
experiences when schools reopened. A few of them wrote that
they did not yet know how to do this:

“Feels totally helpless for me as the subject teacher, but I trust that
the system around does what is needed to be done, and I know

they do.”

Returning to School-Easier or More
Difficult

We also investigated whether teachers believed that the situation
with remote education would make it easier or more difficult
for SAP students to return when schools reopened. Some of
the teachers described their experiences and meanings in detail,
while others gave shorter descriptions. Some teachers did not
answer, a few teachers believed there would be no difference, and
many teachers wrote that they were uncertain or did not know
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TABLE 2 | Easier or more difficult to return to school.

Both easier and more
difficult (30)

More difficult (106) Easier (50)

Lack of structure and
routines at home,
attractive and pleasant
to stay home, difficult
transitions (59)

Miss social parts of
school or the school
itself (23)

Explained by the
variation of students
and different individual
challenges

Lost social interactions Get a new start after
and academic learning the period of
(23) homeschooling (16)

Other (7) Use of digital solutions
at home combined with

attending school (9)
No further explanation Other (1)
(mn
No further explanation
an

The number in parentheses is the number of teachers answering.

without explaining why. Moreover, many teachers commented
that school return could be both more difficult and easier
depending on individual students’ reasons for SAPs:

“For students who worry about attending school, it will be
harder to return to school. At the same time, all students have
experienced the same (homeschooling), and they can meet with
a ‘clean slate’ and academically they get a new start, in a way.”

“I think this will vary. Some students with high absenteeism and
who have worked well at home may fall into the same pattern as
before since physical attendance is a challenge, not an academic
challenge. When you have been at home and this is safe, the
threshold for returning can be even greater, especially with school
refusers. If the student is absent due to lack of motivation, it may
be easier to return to school, especially if they miss their peers.”

“This will probably vary based on the reasons for SAPs. I think for
many students, it is good to return to more normality. However,
they can also feel this transition is hard because they have to meet
physically at school.”

“Both. The student probably misses the social part of school; at the
same time, the students’ well-being is better at home.”

Most of the teachers wrote that school return could be either
easier or more difficult for the student: half as many teachers
stated that return would be easier, than those who thought it
would be more difficult (Table 2 gives an overview of the themes).

Easier to Return

Three main themes emerged from the data: (a) missing the social
part of school (like to be with peers at school); (b) getting a
new start and more structure for their school day; and (c) the
use of digital platforms (based on positive experiences during
homeschooling, digital solutions could be used in addition to
attending school). Some quotations are as follows:

“For the student I described, it will be easier to attend school. She
expresses that she misses school, schoolwork, and her peers.”

“What might make it easier is that peers do not know what she has
been involved in and not and thus have a more ‘clean slate’ when
school opens.”

“I think during homeschooling we realize that it is possible to
maintain a certain contact with the student via digital channels,
also academically when schools reopen. During almost the entire
school year, the school has not been able to maintain an academic
education for the student because she has not attended school.”

Some teachers did not comment more than “it will be easier
for the student,” and one teacher commented about less physical
discomfort that might make return easier.

More Difficult to Return

Most of the teachers believed that school return would be more
difficult when schools reopened. Some teachers did not state
why, but most of them explained this in their own words,
and two main themes emerged from the data. The first theme
was routines and transition (lack of routines and structure at
home, students finding it pleasant and attractive to stay at home,
difficult to transition after school breaks, and a wish to still
have homeschooling).

“It will probably be harder. The student is on a negative track. To
get back to their normal routines might be challenging.”

“I think it will be harder. The student has slipped into a life where
night has become day. Social media and playing games control
most of the hours she is awake.”

The second theme was social and/or academic barriers; the
students lost academic learning and/or social interactions during
the period of remote education.

“Acclimatization socially and academically. It is negative to start
with many academic holes, negative self-image.”

“I think it might be more difficult for this group of students to
rebuild social relationships.”

In addition, a few teachers’ comments were more general and
related to difficulties of school return. For example, there may be
greater difficulty for students with anxiety and school refusal, a
gradual return when schools reopened, and two school “breaks”
(caused by the pandemic and the summer vacation) that made a
gradual return harder. One of the teachers said:

“Worse for the students with school refusal. Now we know they
can have school at home as well; thus, the student might think;
why it is necessary to be at school?”

Summary of the Results

Most of the teachers reported experiences they wanted to use
when schools reopened for SAP students. The most frequently
mentioned experiences were as follows:

1. Use more digital/hybrid solutions (partly attending school
and partly attending digitally), especially on days the
student is not attending school. This is related to the
teachers’ and students’ increased confidence in using digital
tools in schoolwork, which provide a better opportunity for
more flexible solutions.
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2. Increasing individual tailored adaptations based on the
students’ challenges, strengths, and interests. The need for
structure and routines was indicated as important.
Moreover, parents should be involved, and good
cooperation should be established between the home
and school and with other services. This topic is related to
teachers who learned more about their students during the
remote education period and were now more aware of the
specifics of the students’ problems.

3. Focusing on relations between teachers and students and
between students, for instance, following up or monitoring
the student more closely, providing extra time/attention,
and including them in the school community, which the
teachers were in a better position to do when the SAP
students returned to school.

Most of the teachers believed that school return would be
harder for SAP students, mainly because return is difficult
after a “break,” there is a lack of structure/routines during the
period of remote education, and students fell behind socially
and academically in this period. However, other teachers (half
as many as those who believed that return would be harder)
believed that school return might be easier because the students
missed their peers and school, there was a possibility for a new
start, and they knew how to use digital/hybrid solutions when the
schools reopened.

DISCUSSION

Teachers were asked how to use their experiences from remote
education for SAP students during the pandemic when the
schools reopened and whether they believed that school return
would be harder or easier for the students. The answers indicated
variety in the teachers’ experiences.

Digital/Hybrid Solutions When Schools
Reopen

One of the most frequently mentioned themes was teachers’
greater possibility of using digital/hybrid solutions (i.e., having
students partly attend school in person and partly attend
digitally), particularly on days the SAP student could not
attend school or was not attending for planned reasons.
Because digital lessons had to be given from the first day
that the schools closed with no national guidelines, variation
in teachers’ and students’ digital skills, practices, and digital
learning was expected, which led to a “trial and error”
approach (Fjortoft, 2020). A study of Norwegian teachers
found that they mastered digital teaching without any major
challenges, but the quality, content, and length of the lessons
were unknown (Fjortoft, 2020). This finding is in line with
the current study, which found that the teachers wanted to
use more digital or hybrid solutions for SAP students when
schools reopened, which might be related to teachers gaining
competence and being more confident in digital teaching.
Moreover, the findings indicated that digital lessons are a good
intervention for SAP students’ academic learning, especially

on days the students do not attend school. Some teachers
recognized the need for more flexible solutions for SAP students,
which might be easier to accommodate after the experiences
during the pandemic.

Tailored Interventions When Schools
Reopen

The teachers also frequently mentioned the need for individual
tailored adaptations based on the students’ challenges, strengths,
and interests. This is related to previous research; one
intervention does not fit all SAP students (e.g., Kearney and
Graczyk, 2014; Finning et al., 2018). Some of the teachers stated
that they learned more about their SAP students’ challenges
and reasons for SAPs during this period. This indicates that
teachers need to have enough individual time with SAP students
to know them better. This might also influence the relations
between teachers and students, which is important for the
prospect of school return. It is important to support students’
learning processes and to connect them to learning, peers,
and school, which might be related to school alienation theory
(Morinaj et al.,, 2020; Havik and Ingul, 2021b). According to
this theory, students might be alienated from school in general
or from specific aspects of school, leading to a process of
increased distancing from different aspects of school (Morinaj
et al,, 2020) and increased attendance problems. Giving teachers
more individual time with SAP students, either face to face or
online, might counteract this process. Teachers might use an
individualized approach and link schoolwork to their students’
personal interests (Nuttall and Woods, 2013), which might
influence the students’ motivation for schoolwork. Some of the
teachers in the current study stated that they knew more about
the students’ challenges and interests after the period of remote
education, which might make it easier to adapt and motivate the
students when schools reopened.

Some teachers found that SAP students needed more
structure, routines, and close monitoring than was possible
during the period of remote education. Teachers might be
better positioned to influence this when students attend school.
The findings from a study of parents of children with school
refusal indicate that students need structures and routines during
a school day for them to feel that the environment is safe
and predictable (Havik et al., 2014). Teachers found that some
parents were not able to structure their child’s schooldays at
home; teachers might have a greater possibility to do this at
school (Havik and Ingul, 2021a). However, this requires the
teachers to have time to do so. This is related to the fact that
many teachers were concerned about difficulties in school return
because some of the SAP students had developed bad habits
during this period, such as staying awake during the night
and in bed during the day and not getting up in the morning
(Havik and Ingul, 2021a).

Some teachers wanted to involve the home and parents
more and to promote close home-school cooperation when
the schools reopened. In addition, a few teachers mentioned
the need for coordination and cooperation with other services
(e.g., for assessment and/or treatment). Some experienced closer
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cooperation with parents and found that some parents were
more involved during the period with remote education, while
others experienced difficulties in cooperation and a lack of
parental involvement. Therefore, the teachers knew more about
how these parents followed up and monitored their child’s
schooling and which parents would be more involved in their
child’s schooling when the schools reopened. At the same time,
previous research indicates that teachers tend to blame the
parent/student for problems, and parents tend to blame the
school (e.g., Gregory and Purcell, 2014; Havik et al., 2014; Baker
and Bishop, 2015; Gren-Landell et al., 2015; Havik and Ingul,
2021a).

Previous research on intervention for SAPs indicates the
importance of parental involvement and cooperation within
a team, including school-parent cooperation (e.g., Kearney
and Graczyk, 2014; Gren-Landell et al, 2015; Finning et al,
2018), and parents emphasize the need for a coordinated team
approach (Havik et al, 2014). Moreover, homeschooling is
often not recommended as a regular intervention for students
with SAPs because some might expect this as a regular
intervention and fall into a negative cycle (Thambirajah et al.,
2008; Wijetunge and Lakmini, 2011). Therefore, involving
and cooperating with parents about the pros and cons of
homeschooling is important.

Social Interactions When Schools

Reopen

Some teachers stated that social interactions were important
upon school return. Some of them believed that school
return might be easier because the students missed their
peers and school and that interacting with others might be
easier upon school return than during the period of remote
education. Moreover, the teachers noted the importance of
closer monitoring of the students and giving them extra
time and attention upon school return. The findings from a
study of Norwegian teachers indicated that students mainly
performed individual tasks with limited support from teachers
during the pandemic (Blikstad-Balas et al., 2022). The study
examined students in general but might also be applicable
to SAP students. Some of the teachers in the current study
learned more about their students’ challenges and interests
during this period, but some students required more support
for schoolwork, which was less available during school at
home than regular school when they met the students
physically. This might indicate the need for more teacher
support for schoolwork.

Teachers in the current study commented on the importance
of good relations between teachers and students and between
students and for SAP students to be part of the school
community. Teacher support is of great importance for SAP
students (Wilkins, 2008; Nuttall and Woods, 2013; Havik et al.,
2014, 2015; Hendron and Kearney, 2016), and monitoring
and supporting all students might be more difficult during
digital lessons, particularly for those who do not participate
at all (Havik and Ingul, 2021a). Moreover, social isolation
might be a consequence of the pandemic for many students

and may be even more difficult for SAP students, who are
more vulnerable to social isolation and who had fewer friends
at school or conflictual relations before the pandemic (e.g.,
Heyne et al., 2011; Ingul and Nordahl, 2013; Bléte et al,
2015). Therefore, SAP students might struggle even more
upon school return.

School Return

Because most of the teachers believed that school return would
be harder for their SAP students, planning for a gradual return
was important. Teachers commented on the lack of structure
and routines at home and noted that all “breaks” from school
make school return more difficult. In addition, some students’
social and academic learning decreased during the period of
remote education. This might be related to a negative circle
in which students fall into patterns of bad habits and become
more isolated and fall behind in their schoolwork (Thambirajah
et al.,, 2008; Wijetunge and Lakmini, 2011). A gradual return
to school as quickly as possible is often recommended (e.g.,
Elliott and Place, 2012; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). Therefore,
when schools reopen, a gradual return for some SAP students
might be necessary to reconnect and reengage them with
school, peers, and teachers. This should be a main goal for
all schools when reopening and is particularly important for
SAP students. Some of the preparation activities from the
Link program might be useful (Brouwer-Borghuis et al., 2019)
to help and prepare the student to gradually face school-
related fears and to reengage to the school setting (even the
Link program is developed for school refusers). Some of the
activities might be to encourage the student to participate in
a game or to ask a question in class, moreover, to act as an
observer in lessons and group discussions, and then gradually
increase the amount and type of participation in school activities
they experience as fearful. Such activities must be individually
adopted to the student, based on what is fearful in school.
In addition, the school should after a closure period start
to plan a re-entry program for the whole school, which is
carefully described by Capurso et al. (2020). They present some
important activities: “facilitate classroom discussions about the
event, be open to feelings and uncertainty, provide opportunities
for students to reconnect socially and with the environment,
shift attention from the stressful memory to an awareness of
coping and present facts and provide information gradually
increasing the amount of time spent there” (Capurso et al.,
2020, pp. 66-68). One example is to reconnect the student to
their teachers and peers, which is important after long-term
absence (for any reasons). These activities might be helpful for
all students, however, in particular for students who are fearful
for different school activities. Moreover, Kearney and Childs
(2021) recommend a framework serving as a roadmap. This
is a multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) model addressing
four main domains of functioning (adjustment, traumatic stress,
academic status, health and safety) across three tiers of support
(universal, targeted, and intensive intervention). For adjustment,
they mention routines, social-emotional learning components
and classroom management at universal interventions for all
students (Kearney and Childs, 2021). This is potential an
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important model when reintegrating students with SAP after
prolonged absence.

Most of the teachers believed that attending school was
important for the students, and some even explained that they
planned the transition to school in advance with additional tools
that might be advantageous.

Some of the teachers who thought that school return might
be easier stated that this might be because their student missed
their peers and school; moreover, their students’ opportunity for
a new start. Social interactions in school are important for all
students; therefore, a concern about school at home is the lack
of socialization for students who stay at home (e.g., Ray, 2013).
However, students with positive social interactions before and
during school closure might be inspired by this and want to
return to school to be with their peers and teachers. It might also
be easier to return if students experience a safe school climate,
which is important for SAP students in general (Havik et al.,
2014; Hendron and Kearney, 2016), including safe relations,
being connected to school, and experiencing a safe learning
environment. Some of the teachers noted the importance of closer
relations with the SAP student and for students to meet their
peers in school.

CONCLUSION

Homeschooling is controversial for all students, including
students with SAPs. The findings from the current study show
a variety in teachers’ experiences of remote education during
the pandemic, however, most teachers believed that school
return would be more difficult for SAP students. The teachers’
experiences might be helpful when planning school return after
a prolonged period of absence for any reasons. Interventions
for SAP students might be more varied and flexible by using
digital solutions to a greater extent, either as part of the students’
plan for gradual return and/or when students do not attend
school. The enhanced flexibility and the possibility of varying
interventions for SAP students seem to be related to teachers’
increased experiences, skills, and confidence in using digital
lessons and digital tools. Furthermore, the teachers were more
aware of the importance of tailored adaptations based on the
students’ challenges, strengths, and interests in addition to the
need to structure and closely monitoring of the students. Some
teachers mentioned the importance of involving the home and
parents and promoting close home-school cooperation. Another
main theme was close relations and social interactions between
students and teachers and between peers when schools reopened
because the students needed to receive more help than teachers
could provide during the remote education period.
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