
 
 NILS Hildesheim
 
 
 

Skip, skip – hooray! 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 



 
I  PREFACE  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
 Playing truant – a topic for school lessons?! 
 
“Everybody knows the rules of compulsory schooling. Why waste another lesson on that?“ 
“Is it not sufficient to have stricter checking of attendance and to punish violations?” 
Of course, this opinion is justified and control of attendance has to be improved in many 
schools. However, practical experience shows that all the existing rules have not yet been 
able to prevent occasional truancy from becoming a typical part of everyday school life.  

Although there is no nationwide representative research on absenteeism, various regional 
surveys underline the urgent call for action. The results of 35-55% of pupils having played 
truant for one or several days within the last school term and 4-8 % having played truant for 
10 or more days are alarming dimensions. If consequences like missed graduations, deviant 
behaviour of pupils or juvenile delinquency of absentees are taken into consideration, the 
serious individual and social problems arising from absenteeism become even more obvious. 
 
As we know from studies on the causes, there are several factors to be taken into account in 
every single case. Inconsistent checking by schools and parents is only the last straw that 
breaks the camel’s back. Problems with classmates, teachers or constant failure at school 
can, apart from family problems, start a process in the course of which a pupil is likely to 
become a dropout. School anxiety and tiredness, a lack of frustration tolerance and an 
outsider position in class are further risk factors in a slow process that often becomes 
apparent only when a truant’s career is in full swing and intervention becomes more and 
more difficult. 
   
 
The significance of early diagnosis 
 
The Deutsche Jugendinstitut carried out a survey among former truants and dropouts who 
took part in special needs courses for this target group. According to the results of this 
survey, absenteeism often starts with skipping single lessons or occasional truancy with 
doctor’s certificates. These illnesses are often not even pretended but psychosomatic 
reactions to school standards the pupil can’t cope with.  
The longer a pupil plays truant, the more he isolates himself from his fellow pupils at school. 
Social contacts are mostly limited to peer groups outside school, if there are any contacts at 
all. Consequently, long periods of absence and aggressive or destructive behaviour in school 
lead to an isolation which makes reintegration in school more and more difficult. The longer a 
pupil misses out school, the harder it is on him to return. The sarcasm that can be expected 
from classmates and teachers as well as the knowledge of having missed a great deal of 
lesson material has a negative influence on the willingness to go to school again. 
 
The question on when truancy reaches its peak was answered by most pupils as being in the 
age period of 12 to 14 years, and almost half of these pupils played truant for several days. It 
can be taken for granted that the beginning of such a truant’s career is usually preceded by 
forms of behaviour that would have required an early diagnosis of the risk of becoming a 
truant and the development of preventive strategies. In any case, preventive measures have 
to start at quite an early age, because in many cases truancy intensifies at an early stage.  
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I  PREFACE  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
 
That is why, apart from effective checking, preventive measures have to be established as 
early as possible.  
Regarding the attendance of pupils four pupil profiles can be generally distinguished: 

 

• Pupils that are physically and mentally present 
• Pupils that are physically present but mentally absent   
• Pupils that are physically absent but mentally present 
• Pupils that are physically absent and mentally absent 

 

The latter profile, pupils that are physically and mentally absent, can only be dealt with by 
using measures of intervention, whereas the second and third profile form the target group 
for preventive measures. 

 
One method of prevention is dealing with the topic of absenteeism in school lessons, as 
shown in the following two lesson units. 
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I  PREFACE  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Learning targets 
 
The learning targets pursued by dealing with the topic of absenteeism in school modules aim 
at two different groups. Apart from pupils tired of school and potential truants, pupils that are 
not at risk of becoming truants are supposed to learn how to interact in order not to provoke 
a further exclusion of truants by their own behaviour. 
 

a) Learning targets for pupils not at risk  
 

• Change of attitude. Pupils with fewer problems at school tend to treat truants 
as outsiders without noticing that they make their re-integration more difficult 
by doing so. This requires a change of attitude, for such pupils have to be 
made aware of the difficulties of their classmates and have to think about how 
their behaviour affects problems of pupils who are tired of school – in a 
negative and in a positive way. 

• Diagnosis. Another learning target consists in showing pupils how they can 
discover symptoms of school tiredness in themselves and in others and which 
strategies can be used to cope with such problems. 

• Development of a consulting service. Truancy may serve as an example to 
introduce and test the development of an advisory service in class. Pupils 
should learn how a pleasant class atmosphere as well as mutual support 
through certain activities and informal talks can improve their own situation - 
not only in severe cases, but also for coping with the usual problems of 
everyday school life  
Proposals for advice from the teacher, the establishment of a class council 
and the inclusion of proposals for advice from additional experts (such as 
social workers etc.) add to the general network for every individual pupil and 
enlarge the number of strategies for coping with problems in severe cases. 

 
 

b) Learning targets for pupils tired of school and potential truants 
 

• Change of attitude. Many truants think missing out school is hardly taken 
note of, because teachers and classmates don’t really care about their 
personal lives and, consequently, about their attendance in school (“Who 
cares, if I skip lessons?”) Dealing with that topic in school can help to make 
them understand that their absence is not tolerated and that they can find 
people to talk to about their problems. 

• Diagnosis. Without talking to pupils, a teacher is not able to recognize the 
problems pupils have with school attendance. Furthermore, he is not able to 
judge, to what extent an initial tiredness of school has progressed and turned 
into absence. A well-structured teaching unit enables the teacher to get an 
insight into various burning issues that can be dealt with later on (e.g. 
classroom atmosphere, special needs classes, participation of pupils, conflict 
management). 
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• Development of an advisory service. Many truants cannot discuss their 
problems with others. Often they are isolated in class, are not on friendly 
terms with their teachers and have to conceal their truancy from their parents. 
Dealing with this topic in class gives the chance of showing potential truants 
that problems of individual pupils are met with understanding. The teacher can 
serve as a contact person for personal talks, and mutual support by other 
pupils in class can be practised and agreed upon. 

 
 
The structure of the module unit 
 
The modules proposed in the module unit follow a (psycho-) logical structure. 

1) Starting from a motivating introduction (e.g. topic-related newspaper 
articles) 

2) Experience of pupils on how to act out roles and draw pictures of 
their situations are included. 

3) In a third stage pupils are supposed to learn that the causes for 
truancy are to be understood as a long process of development and 
to identify with the situation of a truant, e.g. presentation of a series 
of events as a (picture) story. 

4) On that basis, the pupils are asked to reflect and exchange opinions 
on similar problems and experiences and how they coped with them 
(group work). 

5) As a conclusion of this unit, particular consequences on how to 
interact with each other are agreed on by answering questions like 
“How can we support each other and what could be the teacher’s 
contribution?” 

6) After a test period these agreements are discussed again, 
conclusions are drawn and, possibly, further agreements are made. 

 
 
As truancy, which is a hot issue in most European countries, is not to be found in any official 
curricula, more practical approaches, i.e. module units or modules for teacher training, are 
required.  
 
The following project “Skip, skip – hooray!” serves as an introduction to the topic of 
absenteeism and aims at making teachers aware of the first signs of school absence. 
Furthermore, teachers are encouraged to exchange experiences they have gathered from 
individual cases or in particular classes. The nine modules described in detail are intended 
for working with pupils from the age of 10 to 16 and are to be understood as a role model for 
direct implementation in class. 
  
As a rule, teachers have only little experience with role-play. This makes the following 
approach even more valuable because it gives teachers the opportunity of gaining their own 
experience with role-play. At the same time they will get an idea of the high degree of 
effectiveness of such a method.  
 
The results and further development of this module should enable teachers to develop 
strategies for the prevention of absenteeism, such as: 
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o The teacher / a classmate phones the truant before school starts 

o Classmates pick up “students at risk” at home 

o Older pupils take over the roles of “buddies” (help younger pupils with their 

homework, encourage them etc.) 

o A daily “morning circle“ gives pupils the opportunity to talk about their problems 

before the first module starts 

o Teachers / social workers offer parents support 

o Truants agree on regular meetings in school, e.g. with a teacher of their choice 

o If absenteeism is a consequence of mobbing or violence, pupils, teachers and 

parents develop support projects (e.g. emergency calls via mobile phones in cases of 

absence)  

o If students are not looked after by parents that are unemployed / too busy / violent: 

support by other parents.  
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II    OVERVIEW  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
1 |  Subject 
 

This teacher training course involves nine 45-minute modules and is meant to be an 
introduction to school absence or school tiredness. The training focuses mainly on role 
plays in order to give teachers the opportunity to recognise the various forms of truancy 
and identify those pupils’ problems causing truancy.  
 
The teachers develop the ability to collect relevant arguments and are supposed to 
understand absenteeism as a multi-faceted phenomenon that involves many groups of 
people: fellow pupils, peer groups, parents and teachers. Apart from that, other non-
personal factors are involved as well, such as learning environment, module topics and 
methods, classroom conditions, family situation etc. 
 
At the same time the teachers increase their awareness of: 

• Recognizing pupils at risk (poor achievement, times of absence, change of 
behaviour, social conduct, problems of integration, changes in the pupil-pupil, 
pupil-teacher, pupil-parents interactions) 

• Developing plans for individual help and support 
• Reorganizing module structures 
• Improving the learning environment 
• Improving parental work 

 
At first, the teachers stage two role plays and evaluate each other’s presentations. After 
that the results are set out in writing and ways of implementation in school are discussed.  
 
 
 

2 | Target group  
 

• Teachers of all school forms (but mainly secondary level I) 
       Group size: maximum 30  

• No acute case of truancy in class (this would require a different unit) 
 
 
 
 
3 | Role play 
  

   Using the form of a role play allows a more affective approach to absenteeism than a  
      (cognitive) discussion on that matter. 
 

• Role play 1: Electronic cuffs for truants? 
• Role play 2: Skip, skip – hooray! 
• Role play 3: Ball game 
• Role play 4: This is how a truant is born 
• Role play 5: Newspaper reporter (causes of truancy) 
• Role play 6: How can I help? 
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A role play makes it possible to practise various forms of social behaviour and combine items 
that are associated with each other: 

• Taking over various roles stimulates empathy 
• Acting out roles fosters self-assurance  
• Change of attitude (learning by understanding) 
• Reduction of anxiety (Talks with teachers/parents) 
• Training of conflict management in everyday situations (pupil/pupil, pupil/parent) 
• Coping with problems on an affective and cognitive level 
• Training of particular forms of behaviour 
• Verbalising feelings and thoughts 
• Making decisions 

 
 
 
4 |  Work in class and outside class  
 

• Work in class 
       Nine modules of 45 minutes as outlined in the module summary. Modification  
         proposals by the participants will be taken into account. 

• Work outside class 
Outside class the participants have the opportunity to adapt information from 
scientific journals, newspapers and the Internet. 
Repetitions of role plays can also be done outside class. 

 
 
 
 
5 |  Pre-requisite language skills  
 

• Participants do not need special skills for their role plays.  
• The course instructor should encourage the teachers to take over various roles 

and to express their individual feelings 
 
 
 
6 |  Equipment 
  

• Costumes (hats, glasses etc.) and props are recommended for stimulating the 
participants’ imagination and making the play easier 

• The project requires the following equipment: beamer, video camera, computers 
with Internet access.  

• Participants need to be able to carry out web-based research.  
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III   LEARNING FRAMES  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
1 |  Learning aims  

• Creating awareness of absenteeism 
• Giving opinions, talking about causes and forms of absenteeism 
• Discussing the advantages and disadvantages of absenteeism from a pupil’s point of 

view  
• Researching the topic using web-based materials 
• Developing ideas for prevention 

      
     What does the unit intend to change? Pupils should 

• Understand truancy as a slow process 
• Give truants the chance of return 
• Recognize symptoms of risk in themselves and in others 
• Get to know ways of coping with symptoms of risk (in themselves and in others) 
• Test first countermeasures (support, assessment of the situation, class council, peer 

advice etc.) 
      
    What should be avoided? (Risks and side effects): 

• Teacher and class signals like: truants are not part of the class community and can 
not expect any help. 

• Truants and truants to be are stigmatised and excluded as outsiders 
 
2 | Final product/outcome  

• The groups are constantly re-formed for the presentation of the role plays 
• The presentation incorporates motives for truancy and ideas for its prevention.  

 
 
3 | Curriculum relevance  

• German  
• Religious Education 
• Social Sciences 
• Politics 
• Drama 
• Tutor’s lesson 

 
 
 
4 | Assessment opportunities  

• The participants reflect their own school experiences and attitudes towards truancy 
• They correct potential prejudices  

 
 
5|  Evaluation  

The participants may evaluate the role plays focussing on the following aspects: 
What they liked/disliked and why • 
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Development of the level of awareness on the causes and consequences of 
absenteeism 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 
• 

The usefulness of role plays as a means of giving information, expressing opinions 
and feelings about school tiredness  
The effectiveness of the presentations 
What was each participant’s contribution to the development process and 
presentation of the role play 
What further results are there 
Suggestions for improvements (sources, use of own script, outcome). 
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IV  IMPLEMENTATION  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Note: The following modules are elements that can be regrouped and/or used as alternative 
approaches. 
 
 

Module outline 
 

 

Equipment 
 

 

Outcome 
 

Module 1 | Introduction to absenteeism 
  
 Reception of participants and presentation of 
programme 
 Overhead projection of a newspaper article about 
a truant and discussion 
 Participants discuss their own childhood 
experiences and cases of truancy 
 Why have a teacher training course on truancy? 
The course instructor explains the task. 

  Work outside class | 
 Participants’ view/collect information via 
newspaper articles, Internet  

 
 
 
 

 OHP 
 Material 1 (foil with 

newspaper articles) 
 Coloured 

flashcards 
 Material 2a-c (on 

the current situation 
of the respective 
country) 

 
 
 
 

 Awareness of the 
format 
 Results on a pin 

board 
 

 

Module 2 | Role play I: “Skip, skip – hooray!” 
 
 The teacher writes the above headline on the 
board and announces the role play.  
 6 - 8 participants choose their roles and collect 
reasons on why somebody plays truant 
 The participants write down their first statement 
(cf. role card). One participant prepares his role as 
presenter 
 The participants choose hat, glasses, props for 
their role and sit down in front of the others 
 The presenter starts the role play with an 
introductory sentence. The play continues 
according to information sheet 2 
 One participant makes a video of the whole 
performance 

 
 
 
 Tables and chairs 
 Name plates 
 Material 3 
 Material 4 

(Presenter and 6 - 
8 roles like:  

    pupil, teacher,  
    psychologist, vicar, 
   politician, father,       
    mother) 
 Hats, glasses etc. 
 Digital camera 

 

 
 
 
 
 Staging the role 

play (group 
rehearsals) 
 Awareness of 

different motives of 
playing truant 
 Staging pros & 

cons  
 Digital recording 

 

 

Module 3 | Discussion on the results of the play 
 
 Participants watch the video and evaluate the 
results (various roles and contents).  

 
 

 
 Beamer  
 

 
 Collecting different 

reasons for absen-
teeism against  the 
pupils’ social 
background 

 
 

Module 4 | Drawing pictures 
 
 Picture: “Kevin hasn’t been to school for two days 
although he is not ill. What is he doing right now?” 
 Presentation of pictures and discussion on the 
various forms of presentation 

 
 
 Paper 
 Coloured crayons 

 
 

 
 
 Reflection on the 

reasons for truancy 
 Picture 

presentation  
 Wordless 

presentation of 
facts (freeze frame) 
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Module 5 | Role play “Reporter” 
 
 Newspaper reporters ask pupils: “Have you ever 

played truant? What was the reason?” 
 Documentation of results, e.g. as an eye-catching 

headline in “The Sun” (computer) 
 Work in pairs: Two participants take two cases and 

ask each other: “What did you do to cope with that 
problem?” 

 
 
 
 Simulation with a 

microphone 
(alternative: 
recording) 
 Computer  

   
 

 
 
 Reflecting one’s 

own school life, 
behaviour and me-
thods of resolution 
 Presentation of 

newspaper 
headlines 
 Showing methods 

of resolution 
 

 

Module 6 | Freeze Frame Theatre 
 
 Presentation of a truant’s story in single freeze 

images 
 Participation of viewers: 

They open and close their eyes according to orders 
given by the course instructor 
 Afterwards discussion on typical events that were 

to be found in the stories 
 

 
 
 See material 5 

 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 Wordless 

presentation of 
facts (freeze frame) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Module 7 | Writing stories (poems) 
                   (Anamnesis) 
 
 Course instructor: “Becoming a truant is a long 

process. In the beginning Kevin was a quite normal 
pupil but then something happened which threw 
him off track…” 
 In small groups: Write his story. 
 Afterwards discussion on typical events that were 

to be found in the stories 
 

 
 
 
 
 Copybooks and 

pens 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Understanding a 

truant’s career   
 Recognizing that 

every truant has his 
own story 
 As an alternative, 

the participants can 
write poems as well
(cf. material 6) 
 

 
Module 8 | Role play II: “What now? Electronic    
                                          cuffs for truants?” 
 

Teacher writes the above headline on the board and 
announces the role play.  
 6 - 8 participants choose their roles (as above) 
and collect ideas 
 The participants write down their first statement. 
One participant prepares his role as presenter 
 One student makes a video of the whole 
performance 
 (Written) review of role plays  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 Tables and chairs 
 Name plates 
 Material 4/7 
 Hats, glasses etc. 

    (as above) 
 Digital camera 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Staging the role 

play (group 
rehearsals) 
 First steps towards 

measures of 
intervention 

 
 Staging pros & 

cons for prevention 
 Digital recording 
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Module 9 | Role play “Ball game” 
 
 The participants form three groups: 
 Group 1: Teacher, Group 2: Pupils, Group 3: 

Parents 
 The groups form three circles. One participant 

throws a ball at someone else in the group saying 
out aloud: “Kevin hasn’t been to school for two 
days, although he is not ill. What can we do?” 
 The catcher can answer and/or throw the ball at 

someone else, repeating the question: 
 “What can we do?” 
 In the end the results are collected, written on the 

blackboard in three columns and evaluated. 
 
 

 
 
 
 Three small balls 
 Three circles of 

chairs 
 Blackboard, chalk 

 
  

 
 
 
 The pupils 

addressed react 
spontaneously (as 
parents, pupils or 
teachers) by 
offering ways of 
solution 

     

 
Module 10 | Role play “Collecting ideas” 
 
 In small groups: “What can the class / the teacher 

do to help a truant?” 

 Several ideas are tested in a simulated role play 

 Possibly: Recording of the play 

 Results and agreements are documented: 
    When will the implementation be discussed? 

 

 
 
 
 Digital camera 
 Documentation of 

results in 
copybooks 
 Material  

   
 
 
 Concretion of 

methods of 
resolution with 
reference to one’s 
own (school) life 
 Documentation of 

results 
 Making agreements 

for the future 
(cf. material 8/9) 

 

 
Evaluation and assessment 
 
Cf. material 10/11 
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 Role Play on Absenteeism

Material 1:  
 Daily Mail, Wed. March 24, 2004

Truants’ mother didn’t learn her lesson 
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   Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Material 2 a: 
 
 
 
What is absenteeism? 
 
“Absenteeism” is an elastic word. It includes continuous dozing off during lessons as well as total 
school refusal.  
In general we differentiate between passive and active absenteeism. 
 
Passive absenteeism 
This form of absenteeism is not easy to recognize and often not considered as absenteeism by 
teachers. While physically present, the pupil daydreams and doesn’t follow the lesson. That’s why he 
often can’t keep up with the general standard of the class. 
Passive absenteeism frequently expresses itself in doctor’s certificates and excuses written by the 
pupils themselves or by their parents. The estimated number of unreported cases of such truants is 
said to be very high. 
 
Active absenteeism 
Active truants often do not go to school for a longer period of time, some don’t go to school at all. 
Others, who still go to school, show their disapproval and unwillingness openly by their aggressive and 
destructive behaviour towards classmates or teachers. In both cases these young people are not 
willing or not able to meet the school’s demands. Their extroverted protest behaviour is meant to show 
parents, teachers and others: I have a problem! 
 
The process of absenteeism 
Careers of absentees develop from a passive to an active form. Excuses like doctor’s certificates often 
mark the beginning of truancy. In some cases illnesses are not even pretended but can be understood 
as a psychosomatic reaction to demands and difficulties the pupils can’t cope with. Frequent tardiness 
and long terms of absence are typical signs of a gradual transition to active absenteeism. 
This process can best be described as “drifting away“. Abrupt occurrences like spontaneous day-to-
day absences are an exception. 
 
School Refusal = Playing truant? 
Pupils totally refusing school are not occasional truants. Nearly every pupil has played truant some 
time in his life. It is quite normal for young people to show a certain lack of motivation for school 
sometimes. This should not be dramatized. However, such cases should be closely observed in order 
to prevent pupils from becoming truants in time. 
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   Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Material 2 b: 
 
How many absentees are there in Germany? 
It is difficult to give exact figures as there are only a few regional surveys. A study conducted by the 
“Bertelsmann Foundation” (2002) refers to about 500,000 absentees in Germany. However, the grey 
area is big, for there are a high number of absentees who move between passive absenteeism, 
occasional truancy and active absenteeism. 
Moreover, many teachers tolerate the absence of “trouble-makers“, so that they don’t figure in any of 
the statistics. Unfortunately, it is difficult to say if the number of absentees will increase in the future 
because there are no reliable figures, neither from the present day nor recorded in the past. In general 
it can be presumed that the number of absentees will increase. 
 
The following studies might be of interest here: 
 

 1997: 6,600 adolescents were interviewed by the „Free University Berlin”. 20 % of them were 
obliged to take part in a preventive programme because of right-wing extremism, alcoholic 
excess, drugs or violence. The majority were pupils refusing to go to school. 

 
 1998: 83,000 young people, nearly 10% of all school leavers, finished school without a leaving 

certificate, one third of them girls.  A study shows that drop-outs have poor chances of getting 
an apprenticeship training position: Two out of three drop-outs don’t get any vocational 
training at all and, consequently, will not have any realistic chances in the job market. (Ministry 
of Education, 1998/1999). The majority of them, about 80%, are pupils from secondary 
schools and schools for handicapped children (The Yearbook of Statistics, 1998). Most drop-
outs come from the absentee group.  

 
 1999: A survey conducted by the Criminological Institute of Lower Saxony among 1,100 

criminals shows that these people, without exception, hardly attended school when they were 
young. International studies also show a high correlation between absenteeism and future 
delinquency. 

 
 2001: The sociologist Michael Wagner analysed figures from a survey by the Max Planck 

lnstitute conducted among 3,000 pupils from Cologne and Freiburg, according to which 8 % of 
the pupils from Cologne regularly played truant: of these 15 % were secondary school pupils, 
6 % secondary modern pupils and 5 % grammar school pupils. 

 
What makes pupils become truants? 
For many adolescents, truancy is a means of escape from a situation they are not able to cope with. 
At the same time, truancy always refers to an individual as well as a structural problem. That’s why the 
reasons for truancy are as manifold as the biographies, mental conditions and various school 
situations of the young people. 
In a study of the Deutsche Jugendinstitut (DJI), 57 % of the absentees blamed problems with their 
teachers, 30 % poor achievement and 27 % difficulties with their classmates as the reasons for their 
absence. School alone is seldom the reason for school refusal. Problems at home are usually a trigger 
which is enhanced by events at school. 
Refusal in itself does not begin abruptly. There are initial signs, teachers ignore or react to these in 
different ways, refusal may become stronger ... It is mostly a series of ‘small’ events which lead to a 
final refusal. 
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   Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Material 2 c: 
 
Structural problems   
 
  Discrepancy between school and real life  
For many young people school hasn’t got anything to do with their real lives. The content and forms of 
school learning very often differ considerably from life outside school. Pupils’ experiences that are not 
directly related to school subjects are often ignored. Even children and adolescents, who manage to 
come to grips with school at first glance, tend to see learning at school as more and more useless and 
feel bound by strict rules (cf. the example of the Bravo study, 1999). 
 

Old fashioned forms of teaching 
As a rule, teaching is understood by young people as a system they can neither control nor influence. 
The contents and methods of teaching are almost exclusively defined by the teacher. The pupils feel 
over-directed, not responsible for the teaching process and, consequently, go into withdrawal.  
 

Poor support of handicapped pupils 
The rate of school refusal among adolescents from socially disadvantaged families is alarmingly high. 
One possible reason could be that pupils with a difficult family background are not sufficiently 
supported in German schools. The PISA study shows that the relation between social background and 
poor educational opportunities plays a bigger role in Germany than in any other country. Experts 
blame the lack of support and appropriate monitoring as one of the most important reasons for school 
refusal.  
      
Individual problems 
 
  Development phases 
The beginning of puberty and the growing wish for self-determination can enhance the tendency to go 
into school refusal. Peer groups and cliques gain more and more significance, whereas the influence 
of parents and other adults decreases.  
 
Fear 
Fear is one of the main reasons for school absence. Fear can be manifold: 
 

 Fear of teachers. 
The teacher-pupil relationship plays an important role, in the history of truants as well as in 
how to deal with them. Many pupils think their teachers to be sarcastic and condescending 
and feel helpless in conflicts with them. 
 Fear of other pupils.                                                                                 

The fact that pupils are teased, threatened, blackmailed or beaten up is a part of everyday 
school life in Germany. Bullying is becoming an increasingly serious phenomenon that is met 
by many teachers with helplessness.  
 Fear of failure 
 The demands of schools and parents are an insurmountable obstacle for many young people.  

Failures lead to further uncertainty and inevitably cause self-doubt and feelings of inferiority.  
 Fear of the future. 

Many pupils feel - consciously or unconsciously - unsettled with regard to their future school 
and professional education.  The impending lack of prospects for the future is discouraging 
especially for many secondary school pupils. 
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 Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Material 3: 
 
“Skip, skip … hooray!”  
 
Panel discussion / Talk Show 
 
ROLE PLAY I: 
 
For this role play (panel discussion) six to eight players and one presenter are needed. 
Decide on which role you would like to play, e.g. a punk, a teacher, a vicar, a policeman, a father / a 
mother of a truant …or would you prefer to be the presenter or just sit in the audience? 
 

o Participants of the role play                                                                                                             
After you have chosen a role, write down a short statement that explains why pupils play 
truant. Example: “Pupils who play truant should be seen as individuals with social problems” 
or “I hate school because my teachers…”) 

 
o The presenter                                                                                                                                                       

               The presenter should lead the discussion as follows:                                                                                           
               “Good evening ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to our talk show - Why do pupils play 
                truant? 

   On my right Kevin, a 15-year-old pupil who hasn’t been to school for six   
                months. Beside him his mother, Mrs. Klute…” 
  
                At the end of this introduction  

- the presenter asks the participants to give their statements 
- he then opens the discussion: “You can now comment on each 

other’s statements or ask the participants questions.” 
- after a while he opens the discussion for the audience: “Now the 

audience can ask questions or make comments by addressing the 
participants.” 

- the other participants can then take part in the play. 
  

o The course instructor offers help whenever needed and gives instructions to the pupil who is 
making the video. 
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  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
 
Material 4: 
 
 

Role cards for role plays I and II 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presenter: 
 
 
You lead a panel discussion and have 
the task of introducing the participants. 
Ask them to make a short statement on 
truancy. 
 
Make sure that everybody gets a 
chance to speak. Sum up the results 
and ask the audience to take part in the 
discussion. 
 

The following arguments (on the right) are to be unders
participants are asked to put forward their own argume
imagination. 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 
- Role play on ab

 
 

Suggestions: 
 

1. I have invited a few guests 
that I’m going to introduce 
now: Mr Brook from the 
Ministry of Education, next to 
him the mother of a pupil that 
hasn’t been to school for 171 
days etc. 

2. I would like to ask you to give 
a statement in one sentence 
only, on what could be done 
to prevent truancy. 

3. You now have the chance to 
comment on the statements 
made by the others. 

4. There are a few people in the 
audience who certainly have 
their own opinion on our topic
… Go ahead, you can now 
ask your questions. 

5. (About 20 to 45 minutes 
later): This was a nice 
conclusion. Unfortunately, 
our time is up. Thank you a
have a nice

ll, 
 evening…  

 
 

 
 

tood as suggestions. Of course, the 
nts based on their experience and/or 
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Clergyman: 
 
You are the clergyman of a parish 
with many families in social 
exclusion. You have already had a
lot of interesting talks with truants 
and their parents. 
 

 

 Policeman: 
 
You are a policeman in a district 
with a lot of schools. 
You have already caught a lot of 
truants in shops and amusement 
arcades. 

 
 
 

  

 
 

  

 
- Role play o

 

Clergyman’s arguments: 
   

1. You have to show 
understanding for young 
people. 

2. Parents often don’t care 
about their children 

3. Often parents don’t know 
anything about their children.
 

 
Policeman’s arguments: 
 

1. I always have to pick up 
truants that loiter around the

2. g 
riminals 

(shoplifting etc.) 
 

town. 
Truancy makes most youn
people become c

 
 

 
Teacher: 
 
You have been a very committed 
teacher for 20 years now. You have
a lot of understanding for kids 
playing truant.  

 

On the other hand, you often feel 
helpless because you can’t make 
contact with their parents. 
 
Teacher’s arguments: 
 

1. A lot happens at pupils’ 
homes that the teacher 
doesn’t know about, e.g. 
parents getting divorced, a 
family member dying, 
violence or alcohol among 
parents. 

2. Sometimes classmates put 
others up to playing truant or 
taking drugs. 
n absenteeism - Page 20 of  30
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Psychologist: 
You work as an educational 
psychologist. 

You understand the problem of 
truancy in its entirety but you find the 
situation is pretty hopeless. 

You think that especially teachers 
should get more involved in order to 
be able to cope with this problem. 

 
 

Psychologist’s arguments: 
1. Truancy has considerably 

increased. 

2. Often the parents of truants are 
unemployed, don’t show any 
interest in checking what their 
children are doing or just don’t 
care. 

3. We, the psychologists, have to 
make up for what teachers 
can’t cope with 

 
  Politician: 
 
You work for the Ministry of 
Education. 
You clearly see the problems 
schools have, in dealing with 
absenteeism, but you feel bound by 
the limited budget in the educational 
sector.  

 
 

 
  Politician’s arguments: 
 

1. There has to be stricter 
supervision of attendance. 

2. More drastic measures have to 
be taken. 

3. The teachers have a package 
of measures they should stick 
to. 

 
 

 
Mother’s arguments: 

 
2. I leave home early in the 

morning because I work. 
That’s why I can’t suppo
son/daughter. 

rt my 

3. He/she always cries, when 
he/she comes home and 
doesn’t want to go to school 
again. 

 

  Mother: 
 
You are a working mother of a 
truant. You don’t have much time 
for your child. You don’t know how
to change the situation and what to 
do but are willing to cope with th
problem. 

 

is 
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Truant 1: 
 
You are a ninth-former in a grammar 
school. You feel bored in lessons 
and are often criticized by your 
teachers because of your poor 
achievement. 
 

Arguments of truant 1: 
 

1. I’m fed up with school. 
2. This has been going on for 

nine years; there is no action 
at school. 

3. Apart from that, teachers say 
stupid things like “You’re daft 
anyway!” “You’ll never get 
you’re A-level” etc. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
      

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  

 

Truant 3: 
You are a pupil who has been 
playing truant for two weeks becau
you were threatened by your 

se 

upported enough by 
our teachers. 

 

classmates.  
You don’t feel s
y

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 
- Role play on 

 
 

Arguments of truant 3: 
1. I’m afraid of going to school

because there are a few 
lads who always want to 
beat me up. 

2. The teachers don’t notice 
that, they are much too 
busy. 

       
Truant 2: 
 
You are a seventh-former of a 
secondary school. You haven’t 
been going to school for two months
now, because you were mobbed by 
your classmates. Your parents don’t 
know anything about that. As both 
of them are working, you spend 
most of your time at home watching 
TV or playing with your computer. 
Arguments of truant 2: 
 

1. The others take the mickey 
out of me because I… 

2. I feel at ease at home in front
of my computer or TV 

3. And what’s more: I know all 
they learn at school anyway. 
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Material 5:     
Freeze frame theatre “Absenteeism” 
 
Freeze frame theatre is a method that allows us to present a story in single freeze images. 
The viewer can watch one picture after the other like in a slide show. As a result, he sees a 
consecutive story. In order to prevent viewers from observing the process of making a freeze 
image, the participants have to close their eyes between the single images when told to do 
so by the course instructor (“Open your eyes!”, “Look for 5 seconds!”, “Close your eyes!”).  
 

                Parents / At home                  At school 
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Freeze frame theatre “Absenteeism” (Cont.) 
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Material 6:          
 
Poetry on the subject of truancy 
  
  
It's Monday today and I don't want to go to school                       School is boaring 
I might go down the park and drink alcohol                                  School is lame  
Or I could fake being ill       school doesn`t teach me anyfingk 
then go out and steal       if i bunk and stay off school 
they call me a skiver and a faker     I`ll be cool. 
but what do I care? 
  
            ********************                                                                   ******************** 
I don't like bunking        At skool getting real bored 
I don't like lying       so i jump da g8t 
but it's the only way      start jakin sum stores 
to get away       nearly get caught doin ma fing 
from the bullies that wait ay school.    Woz in a alley me an ma m8ts 

smoking a joint 
            *********************     doin wrong again 
         stop 4 a minute 
They call me a truant      wot am i accomplishin 
a skiver, bunking off      bunkin skool doin drugs 
but what do they know      fings I`m all caught up in? 
never a moment of revelation 
nor of realisation                                                                                         ******************* 

of the sad sad truth, 
it 's not because of mates, fags or drugs    I just sit in the park 
only to be by my sick mother     til its nice and dark 
lying in her bed.       I would go home and watch tv 
         but my parents would be angry at me 
******************         

****************** 
  

A school day begins I get out of bed 
Not going to school 
but to town instead 
hiding behind a rubbish bin 
smoking fags and drinking gin. 
Here come my mates over there 
we only do it 
cos' they don't care. 
  
 

  
g8t = gate 
m8ts = mates (text language) 
jakin = stealing                                   from a year 8 tutor group (aged 12 –13) 
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Material 7: 
 
 
“Electronic cuffs for truants?”  
 
Panel discussion / Talk Show 
 
 
ROLE PLAY II: 
 
For this panel discussion six to eight players and one presenter are needed. 
Decide again on which role you would like to play. 
 

o Participants of the role play                                                                                                             
After you have chosen a role, write down a short statement again saying what forms of 
intervention you would prefer. Example: “Pupils who play truant should get individual help” or 
“Pupils should help each other. They could, for example, phone the truant every morning 
before school starts…”) 

 
o The presenter  

The presenter should lead the discussion as follows:  
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to our talk show, ‘Electronic cuffs for 
truants? What can be done to prevent absenteeism?’  

               On my right is Melanie, a 13-year-old pupil who hasn’t been to school for three months now.    
Beside her Mr Miller, the clergyman … “ 

                
               At the end of this introduction  

- the presenter asks the participants to give their statements 
- he then opens the discussion: “You can now comment on each 

other’s statements or ask the participants questions.” 
- after a while he opens the discussion for the audience: “Now the 

audience can ask questions or make comments by addressing the 
participants.” 

- the other participants can then take part in the play  
                

o The course instructor offers help whenever needed and gives instructions to the pupil who is 
making the video. 
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Material 8: 
 
What can you do? Suggestions for teachers 
 
Apart from systemic changes that are related to school in its entirety, there are a lot of 
possibilities for teachers to react within their means to (acute) cases of school refusal. 
The following suggestions refer to different stages of refusal and describe measures of direct 
intervention. Depending on the complexity of individual cases it might be necessary to use a 
package of measures. 
 

 Coordinate potential measures with the social workers in charge of the pupil. Clearly 
define the possibilities and limitations of your own skills and abilities. Don’t ask too 
much of yourself.  
 Inform the parents as soon as possible. Go and see them, if possible, at home. 

Explain to them that you’re meant to be an adviser and facilitator.  
 Appeal to the parents’ responsibility. Agree on a binding and mutual procedure and 

offer the necessary support. Give advice as to how parents should cope with the 
problem: understanding and talks are better than punishment and pressure. 

 
    The pupil makes trouble all the time  
 

 Don’t treat trouble-makers as a problem that you want to get rid of. Take their 
behaviour as a cry for help that requires immediate intervention.  
 Talk to the adolescent. Show him that you care and that you take him and his 

problems seriously. Offer concrete help, accompanied by regular talks, in order to be 
able to recognize progress or to intervene, if problems arise. 
 Disturbances can mean that a lesson is too difficult, too boring or too inflexible for 

some pupils.   
 
    The pupil is frequently absent 
 

 Try to foster his integration into the class with “buddies“. First contact pupils who have 
the closest relationship to the absentee. Discuss with them how you could best help 
their classmate. If the pupil has a problem with you or another teacher, it could make 
sense for him to change his class. Perhaps the pupil can better get along with a 
colleague of yours. Try to admit to the existence of animosities and speak openly 
about them. 
 In case of learning deficits: try to have them diagnosed. Together with the school 

psychologist, make up special needs programmes for the pupil. 
 For far-ranging problems, try to get help from special educationalists, school 

psychologists, welfare officers etc.  
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Material 9: 
 
Suggestions for pupils 
 

If your classmate is frequently absent in school, he usually 
has serious problems. Who, if not you, can talk to him and 
keep him from having even more problems? Here you will 
find ideas that show you how you can help him to cope 
with various problems:  
 
 He fails to keep up with the demands. 

Try to solve the problems by learning together with him. Who is good at what subject? You could set up and 
follow a common work plan, together with everybody willing to take part in this project. 
 
 In the morning he is often late for school. 

Organise a wake-up service. It would be best if one of you agreed to go to school together with him. 
 
 Most of the time he is alone. 

Why don’t you spend your free time together? Or you set up a pupils’ cafe once a week in the afternoon, agree on 
a meeting place in the park, in the youth club etc. and invite him to join you. 
 
 He has a constant problem with a particular teacher. 

Which of you is on especially good terms with this teacher? Don’t hesitate to talk to him! If in doubt or if you don’t 
know how to proceed, contact your teacher advisor. 
 
 He is bullied by his classmates. 

Show the bullying pupils that you as a group can’t be intimidated. Get in contact with your teachers.   
 
 He is an outsider in class. 

Talk openly about antipathies in class. Tell each other what you don’t like about one another. Insults are not 
allowed but honesty can help to get things sorted out.  
 
 He is aggressive and violent. 

Talk openly about his aggressive behaviour. Try to find out why he is so aggressive. Help him to find ways of 
getting rid of his aggressiveness in a creative way, e. g. by engaging in drawing, dancing, playing the drums, 
sports … 
 
 The teacher doesn’t notice anything. 

Draw his attention to the absences of your classmate. It is not sneaking, if you try to solve a genuine problem. 
 
 There are many truants at your school. 

Try to set up a meeting point or pupils’ cafe in school, where you can relax and talk to each other. 
 
 He doesn’t go to school at all.  

Who knows him well enough to know where he might be? Try to get in contact with him. Maybe you also could 
arrange a contact between him and a social worker or teacher advisor. 
 
 All your efforts are useless. 

The rules for buddies say: Don’t expect too much. Don’t ask too much of yourselves. Matters concerning your 
heart need a lot of time. Try to look for help, if you don’t know how to go on. Don’t do anything that you don’t want 
to do. 
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  Role Play on Absenteeism
 
Material 10: 
 
Evaluation / Questionnaire 
 

1. Which role play did you like most? 
I liked _____________________most, because______________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

2. What do you think are the main reasons for absenteeism? 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
3. What could be done to prevent students from playing truant: 

  
Teachers should______________________________________________________ 
The police could   _____________________________________________________ 
The psychologist______________________________________________________ 
The parents__________________________________________________________ 
The truant____________________________________________________________ 
The classmate(s)______________________________________________________ 
School___________________________________________________________ 
Others (e.g. social workers, class teachers, the Youth Office) 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

       
 

4.   Did this project influence your opinion of truants? If yes, in what respect?       
       ___________________________________________________________________ 
       ___________________________________________________________________ 
       ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 5.   What could y o u  do to help a truant?  
       I could _____________________________________________________________   
       ___________________________________________________________________ 
       ___________________________________________________________________ 
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Material 11: 
 
 

Assessment opportunities 
 

 
 

• Is the project teacher-friendly? ............................................................Yes  No   

• Is it motivating? ....................................................................................Yes  No   

• Is it feasible? ........................................................................................Yes  No  

• Are the instructions for pupils clear? ...................................................Yes  No  

• Was the project useful for you? ...........................................................Yes  No  

 
If not, please specify 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• Are the materials learner-friendly? ......................................................Yes  No  

• Does the material support the awareness of truancy?    ………..........Yes  No  

• Are the activities feasible? ...................................................................Yes  No  

• Does the project guarantee a growth in learning? ..............................Yes  No  

• Are the modules student-oriented and age group-adequate? ............Yes  No  

• Was there enough room for your own ideas? .....................................Yes  No  

• Were your students motivated for the project? ...................................Yes  No  

• What was their spontaneous reaction to the project? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

• Were they actively involved and focussed on the project? .................Yes  No  

• Did your students feel free to speak in the course of  
the project?...........................................................................................Yes  No  

• Were the students attentive throughout the project?  Yes  No  
Specify if not: 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
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