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Introduction: The right to education is recognized as a fundamental human right
in international law. Despite these legislative foundations, education systems still
often fail to recognize and provide the necessary accommodations and support
needed by many autistic students. Studies on mainstream schooling of autistic
students predominantly report negative experiences, as their needs are not
adequately addressed, leading to stress and anxiety. Attendance at mainstream
schools has also been identified as a potential risk factor for school attendance
problems. In Germany, research on the school experiences and absences of
autistic students remains scarce. The present study therefore aims to investigate
the role of emotions in the development of school attendance problems among
autistic students in mainstream school settings in Germany.

Methods: The study employed a constructivist grounded theory design. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 20 autistic students between 7 and
20 years, who experienced school attendance problems within the German
mainstream school system. Interviews were transcribed with high level of
accuracy to capture how emotions were expressed. The interviews analyzed
through iterative coding, including initial, focused, and theoretical coding. In-
vivo codes were applied to preserve participants’ perspectives and generate a
theory grounded in the data.

Results: Findings show that autistic students experience school attendance
as stressful and exhausting due to sensory overload and barriers in reciprocal
interaction with peers and teachers. Stress accumulated over time, resulting
in anxiety, panic, anger, and exhaustion, which directly contributed to school
absenteeism. Students used strategies to adapt and endure the environmental
factors, which did not regulate but rather intensified their stress. At the same
time, positive emotions such as the desire to learn, willingness to attend or return
to school, and hope to re-engage occured as central motivational drivers for
attendance. Results highlight the importance of environmental factors in shaping
students’ ability to fulfill their desire to learn and attend school.

Discussion: The study adds to existing literature by centering autistic students’
perspectives and demonstrating how emotional experiences contribute to
school attendance and absenteeism. The findings underscore the need for
strength-based, flexible, and context-sensitive approaches. Future research
is required to examine educational outcomes and wellbeing of students in
mainstream schools.

KEYWORDS

inclusive education, neurodiversity, autistic students, school attendance problems,
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1 Introduction

The right to education is recognized as a fundamental human
right in international law. It is enshrined in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the Convention on
the Rights of the Child (1989), and explicitly extended to
persons with disabilities through the Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities (2006). In Germany, this right is also
anchored in the Basic Law [particularly Art. 7 in conjunction
with Art. 2(1) and Art. 1(1)] as well as in the education laws
of the federal states. With this right comes the obligation to
design education systems that guarantee participation and non-
discriminatory access to learning for all students. Achieving this
requires structural change, flexible learning arrangements, and a
professional stance that actively acknowledges and values diversity
(Booth and Ainscow, 2002). Education therefore, means more
than the transmission of knowledge, it is a central part of social
participation and personal development. For an inclusive society,
it is essential that all children and young people are able to learn
together (Booth and Ainscow, 2002). Yet despite these legislative
foundations, education systems still “often fail to recognize and
provide the necessary accommodations and support needed by
many autistic students” (McGoldrick et al., 2025). Educational
provision continues to be shaped by deficit-oriented assumptions
that construct neurological differences as deviations from an
assumed norm, thereby undermining the principles of inclusion
(Ducarre, 2024).

An approach that views diversity not as a deficit but as a
natural variant of human existence is offered by the neurodiversity
paradigm (Alcorn et al., 2024; Ducarre, 2024; Shaw et al., 2024).
This perspective recognizes variation in perception, action, and
thought as intrinsic to all individuals and provides a framework for
discussing diversity while simultaneously advancing an inclusive
understanding of education (Ducarre, 2024). By moving away from
a medical model that defines autism as a “disorder;,” attention
shifts toward the societal barriers that produce restrictions in
the first place. Central to this paradigm is ensuring that the
experiences and perspectives of neurodivergent individuals are
placed at the center, and that language, structures, and support
are not shaped by neurotypical norms but oriented toward
the wellbeing and goals of neurodivergent people (Shaw et al,
2024). From this perspective, learning environments should be
designed to acknowledge and foster diversity while enabling
autonomy, belonging, and participation for all students (Ducarre,
2024). An inclusive education system, in line with the CRPD,
therefore both recognizes neurodivergence as a valuable form of
human diversity and responds to barriers by providing needs-
based support. Autistic students nevertheless often experience
educational settings as exclusionary, as these remain shaped by
neurotypical expectations (Alcorn et al., 2024). At the institutional
level, autistic traits are still frequently viewed through a deficit-
oriented lens, resulting in support and interventions that aim at
normalization rather than participation and the development of
individual strengths. To overcome educational exclusion and to
strengthen autistic students’ self-efficacy and mental health in the
long term, a true paradigm shift toward neurodiversity is required
(Ducarre, 2024).
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While there is research regarding general school attendance in
Germany (a.o. Enderle et al., 2024; Speck and Stauvermann, 2025),
currently, there is no representative data on school attendance
of autistic students (Sasso and Sansour, 2024). However, two
non-representative surveys conducted by the national autism
association (autismus Deutschland e.V.) collected parental reports
on their children’s educational experiences (Czerwenka, 2017;
Grummt et al., 2022). The first survey (Czerwenka, 2017; N =
621) found that at the time of data collection in 2016, one-third of
the autistic students attended special schools, 45 percent attended
secondary schools or grammar schools, 20 percent were enrolled
in primary schools, and five students attended alternative forms of
schooling. According to parents, 21 percent of students enrolled
in special schools met the criteria for attending a mainstream
school. Parents nevertheless reported that conditions such as
smaller classes and greater teacher knowledge of autism made
attendance possible only in special schools. They further indicated
that placement in a special school was “not seldom [...] the result of
several school changes” (Czerwenka, 2017). In total, 132 exclusions
from school were reported (approx. 21 %), with durations ranging
from several months to as long as one and a half to two and a half
years, most without replacement provision. Parents expressed the
need for less bureaucracy in the application and continuation of
support, increased expertise and openness among teachers, better
cooperation between teachers and school support staff, smaller
class sizes, access to quiet spaces, and acceptance of alternative
forms of schooling. The second non-representative survey was
conducted in 2019 with N = 1,343 participating parents. Here, 72
percent of the general statements about schooling were negative,
describing the system as “inadequate” or even “catastrophic”
(Grummt et al.,, 2022). 25 % of parents reported that their child
had been excluded from school, with durations ranging from
single days to several years. Forty-two percent reported at least
one school change explicitly attributed to the child’s impairment.
Parents also noted that their children were often expected to adapt
and display inconspicuous behavior. When this adaptation failed,
a school transition became necessary. In this context, parents
also reported severe psychological consequences, including self-
injury and suicidality. Once again, parents emphasized the need
for supportive conditions that had already been identified in the
earlier survey. Numerous international studies on the schooling
situation of autistic children and adolescents confirm the findings
of these surveys and provide a comprehensive picture of autistic
students’ experiences in mainstream education. Mullally et al.
(2024), for example, investigated the experiences of 136 autistic
children aged 8-14 through semi-structured online surveys. Many
reported experiencing school as an unsafe place where they felt
misunderstood by both peers and professionals. A systematic
review by Horgan et al. (2023), synthesizing 33 qualitative
studies, identified three overarching themes: the demands of
mainstream schooling, social participation, and the influence of
school environments on students. The demands were described
as academic, sensory, and transitional, with many participants
characterizing their surroundings as crowded, chaotic, and sensory-
challenging. Social participation emerged as a second key theme,
encompassing relationships with peers, teachers, and school staff,
as well as bullying. Several studies emphasized that, from the
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perspective of autistic students, effective teachers were those
who understood individual needs, held high expectations, showed
genuine interest, and refrained from shouting or expressing
frustration. Conversely, lack of understanding and support were
recurring concerns. The third theme related to the impact
of mainstream school environments on wellbeing and mental
health, with students reporting anxiety, loneliness, fear, anger, and
frustration. Negative social constructions of autism and broader
notions of difference often led students to conceal or mask their
autistic identity in order to fit in. Anxiety was linked both to the
intensity of sensory environments and to school-related demands
such as heavy workloads, deadlines, and examinations. Feelings
of fear, anger, and frustration were often internalized, leading in
some cases to depressive symptoms and suicidality (Horgan et al.,
2023). Despite these burdens, some students reported valuing their
autism and associated differences positively, for example: “I like
being like this you know, that’s the way it is” (Humphrey and
Lewis, 2008) and “I think 'm special, I am different from others
and that marks me out of the crowd” (Poon et al., 2014). Zakai-
Mashiach (2025) hypothesizes that the predominance of negative
experiences among autistic students in mainstream schools may
be partly explained by the absence of strength-based approaches
within education systems.

1.1 Autistic students

Children and adolescents on the autism spectrum are
highly diverse, a reality reflected in the very concept of the
“spectrum” and underscoring the principles of neurodiversity.
Autism is far more than the symptom-oriented criteria of
diagnostic classification systems. Autistic individuals experience
both challenges in interaction with their environments and distinct
strengths, such as detail-oriented perception, cognitive abilities
in logical reasoning, pattern recognition, and analytical skills
(Cherewick and Matergia, 2024). Accordingly, many autistic people
reject the notion of autism as a “disorder.” Because autism
and its associated characteristics cannot be separated from the
individual, and thus cannot be “cured” or “treated” (Vivanti,
2020), many prefer identity-first language (Gernsbacher, 2017;
Kenny et al, 2016). To reflect this, identity-first terminology
is also used in the present article. Autism typically manifests
in early childhood, but developmental trajectories vary widely,
influenced by an interplay of individual and environmental factors
(Mailick et al., 2025). It is estimated that about 70 percent of
autistic individuals experience at least one co-occurring mental
health condition, such as anxiety or depression (Rosen et al,
2018; Curnow et al., 2023). These conditions substantially affect
the development of autistic children and adolescents (Simonoff
et al, 2008; Micai et al., 2023) and can have significant long-
term consequences for health and quality of life (Lai et al., 2019;
Curnow et al., 2023). Deficit-oriented diagnostic criteria, which are
often used to describe autism-specific characteristics, particularly
communication and interaction patterns, fail to account for
strengths and abilities (Gernsbacher and Yergeau, 2019). Social
interaction patterns and rules are generally learned by autistic
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children and adolescents less intuitively and more explicitly, often
through targeted instruction (Plavnick and Hume, 2014; Ying Sng
et al, 2018). Research shows that autistic students particularly
benefit from structured, visually supported, and consistent learning
environments, as these provide transparency regarding social
expectations (White et al., 2023). Building on existing strengths,
such as systematic thinking or detail-oriented perception, can
further support the acquisition of social rules and patterns
(Gernsbacher and Yergeau, 2019). Importantly, understanding
between autistic and non-autistic people is a reciprocal challenge
(Gernsbacher et al., 2017). Milton (2012) and Milton et al.
(2022) conceptualized this phenomenon as the “double empathy
problem,” emphasizing that empathy is a bidirectional process in
which both autistic and non-autistic individuals may struggle to
adopt the other’s perspective. Misunderstandings can arise from
differences in communication styles, interests, and perceptions in
social situations. Thus, difficulties in communication should not
be attributed solely to autistic individuals but rather understood
as relational challenges. Positive interaction quality is marked
by mutual understanding, reflected in less effortful and more
relaxed communication, in which autistic adults report feeling
less pressure to explain or adapt themselves, thereby reducing
stress (Watts et al, 2024). Similarly, autistic children show
greater social engagement when interacting with autistic peers
(Kasari et al., 2016; Sutherland et al., 2025), and autistic adults
disclose more personal information to other autistic individuals
(Morrison et al., 2020; Watts et al., 2024). Morrison et al. (2020)
conclude that “social interaction difficulties in autism may be better
understood as relational rather than individual impairments.” One
common strategy autistic individuals use, either consciously or
unconsciously, to gain social acceptance and avoid rejection is
“camouflaging” (Lundin Remnélius and Bolte, 2024). This involves
masking autism-related traits in social interaction, for example
by suppressing repetitive behaviors, maintaining eye contact
despite discomfort, or preparing extensively for communicative
situations (Hull et al., 2017). In addition, autistic individuals
often experience differences in the perception and processing of
sensory information. These may occur in any sensory modality
(hearing, vision, touch, smell, taste, as well as proprioceptive and
vestibular senses) and can involve either heightened sensitivity
(hyperreactivity) or reduced responsiveness (hyporeactivity) to
sensory input (Marco et al., 2011; Robertson and Baron-Cohen,
2017; Gray et al,, 2023). Within educational contexts, such sensory
differences may significantly affect students’ capacity to learn and
sustain attention, particularly in cases of heightened sensitivity
to auditory or visual stimuli. These sensitivities have been linked
to elevated anxiety, avoidance behaviors, and hypervigilance, all
of which hinder full participation in classroom learning and
social interaction. Schools represent environments rich in sensory
input where students have limited control over their surroundings
while simultaneously facing high demands (Gentil-Gutiérrez et al.,
2021). Sensory issues therefore constitute a major source of
elevated stress. Multiple studies emphasize the need to adapt
school environments and to provide safe spaces to support
regulation (Anderson, 2020; Gray et al., 2023; Martin-Denham,
2022).
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1.2 Emotionally based school attendance
problems

A growing body of research recognizes the role of the
school system and school-related interactions in shaping school
attendance problems, alongside the stress that contributes to
them (Connolly et al., 2023). While school attendance problems
and absences are widely acknowledged as multidimensional
phenomena involving multiple systemic levels (Melvin et al., 2019,
2025), autism-related research has tended to focus primarily on
individual factors (Mailick et al., 2025). Mailick et al. (2025)
emphasize the need for research that examines how contextual
factors influence autistic individuals over time. As school-avoidant
behaviors often arise from unmet needs, terminology surrounding
school non-attendance should reflect that responsibility for such
behavior or absences cannot be placed on the young person
(Knage, 2023; Leslie et al, 2025). In the present study, the
term school attendance problems was used to capture a broader
conceptualization of engagement and disengagement in school, one
that goes beyond physical presence or absence to also include forms
of mental disengagement (Kearney, 2016; Enderle et al., 2025).

Even though school attendance problems among autistic
students seem to gain internationally more attention in research
and practice, the topic is still underrepresented in Germany in
research, intervention and practice.

As most research on school attendance problems among
autistic students is primarily based on parent and teacher
perspectives (Sasso and Sansour, 2024), the research presented
in this article is based on the perspectives of autistic students.
The study presented in this article, therefore, seeks to explore
how emotional experiences in mainstream school settings in
Germany influence school attendance and absenteeism among
autistic students.

The study is guided by the following question: How do
autistic students experience their school attendance problems in
mainstream school settings in germany?

This
Which role do emotions play in the development of school

article especially focuses on the question:

attendance problems?

2 Methods

This study examines the perspectives and lived experiences
of autistic students regarding school absenteeism and the role of
related emotions. To capture these experiences and reconstruct
students’ realities, a qualitative design was adopted, drawing on
Charmaz’s (2025) constructivist grounded theory. Grounded
theory allows researchers to analyze complex relationships
and processes (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Unlike earlier,
(Glaser 1967),
Charmaz’s constructivist approach conceptualizes reality as

objectivist-oriented  variants and  Strauss,
socially constructed. Researchers are active participants in
the research process, and their subjectivity must be critically
reflected as part of knowledge production (Charmaz, 2025).
This approach is particularly suited to the present study, as it

is theory-generating, reflexive, and context-sensitive. It enables
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TABLE 1 Sample characteristics.

Autistic students

Age Gender Longest time absent
Ella 12 f 7 months
Matilda 20 f approx. 24 months
Toni 12 m 5 months
Sven 15 m 4 weeks
Julian 18 m 2 months
Felicitas 13 f approx. 24 months
Leonie 15 f 20 months
Fred 15 m 5 months
Enno 9 m no information
Alexandra 14 f 1 week
Till 14 m approx. 12 months
Marten 15 m approx. 24 months
Frida 15 f 4 months
Edda 9 f 8 months
Malte 18 m 5 months

an inductive development of theory while acknowledging the
researcher’s influence on the analytical process. In sensitive
fields, where existing interpretations are often normatively
shaped and
provides a robust and appropriate framework (Charmaz,
2025).

lack nuance, constructivist grounded theory

2.1 Participants

Eligible for participation were autistic children and young
people who are experiencing or experienced school attendance
problems while educated in mainstream schools. No age rage
was specified. Participants were recruited through centers
for autism support, via social media and self-help forums.
Interested parties were asked to contact the project leader (1.S.)
via e-mail or phone. Only participants who reported having
a confirmed autism diagnosis were included. The diagnosis
was not independently verified but was accepted based on
participants’ statements.

Twenty participants were recruited between seven and 20 years,
8 female and 12 male. The participants were from 9 out of 16
federal states in Germany (Bavaria, Baden-Wiirttemberg, Hesse,
Thuringia, North Rhine-Westphalia, Lower Saxony, Saxony-
Anbhalt, Berlin, Schleswig-Holstein).

The present article draws on the perspectives of n = 15 students
(7 female, 8 male) between 9 and 20 years. Most participants
reported periods of absences during secondary school, except for
students still enrolled in elementary schools. Characterisations of
the sample are presented in Table 1.
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TABLE 2 Notation system for interview transcription.

Transcription symbols Meaning

(), (), (-2)

(Number)

Short pause (seconds)

Duration of pause over 3 s

(Word) Uncertain transcription

(Unintelligible) Unintelligible utterance

UPPERcase Accentuation

Elongation

- Word cut-off

> Rising tonation

Falling tonation

2.2 Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted between July
and December 2023, 11 online, eight in person and one
participant answered the questions in written form as he is
non-verbal. The interview guide was structured and informed
by the findings of the systematic review (Sasso and Sansour,
2024) and covered individual, school and parental factors while
encouraging participants to narrate their experiences. The semi-
structured interview format was chosen because it combines
openness, by providing space for narratives and accommodating
situational and individual variations in the narrative process with
specific questioning techniques guided by theoretically informed
prompts (Witzel and Reiter, 2012). Shortly before the interviews,
participants completed a brief questionnaire that gathered relevant
personal and contextual information such as age, interests,
grade level, school type, and longest period of absence, serving
as preparation for the interviews. Following each interview, a
postscript was written to document key points discussed before and
after the interview. In addition, important observations regarding
the interview situation were noted, and the researcher’s own
interview conduct was critically reflected.

2.3 Data analysis

The transcription was carried out with a high level of accuracy,
capturing not only the content of speech but also the nuances of
how it was expressed. This included noting pauses, repetitions, filler
words, and other speech markers, which provide important context
and convey the speaker’s emotional tone, hesitation, or emphasis.
These elements were preserved to allow a more nuanced analysis
of the verbal exchange and are demonstrated in Table 2. The
interviews were conducted in German, and quotations presented
in this paper were translated by the author. Quotations are
referenced using the interviewee’s pseudonym, age, and position
within the interview.

Constructivist Grounded Theory was utilized as the analytical
framework for this study (Charmaz, 2025). This approach allowed
to develop a theory grounded in the participants’ experiences and
perspectives. Through an iterative process, themes and patterns
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emerged inductively, offering deeper insights into the emotional,
social, and sensory factors influencing school attendance problems
among autistic students.

The core of the analytic process was stepwise coding, serving
to structure, interpret, and theoretically condense the data.
Coding proceeded through three interrelated phases that unfolded
iteratively rather than linearly: initial, focused, and theoretical
coding (Charmaz, 2025; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). This approach
enabled the development of central meanings, relationships, and
interpretive patterns directly from the material without imposing
predefined theoretical categories (Striibing, 2021).

Initial coding aimed to identify meaningful codes in the data
relevant for building categories. Charmaz (2025) conceptualizes
initial coding as an open approach, staying close to participants’
own language in order to capture subjective meanings. Here, in-
vivo codes which are taken directly from participants’ words, were
employed to preserve dense or symbolic expressions, emphasize
participants’ perspectives, and avoid premature interpretation.
Comparative methods (Charmaz, 2025) were used to generate
dimensionalized categories by contrasting codes both within and
across cases. Constant comparison helped identify contradictions,
ambivalences, and dimensions that informed theory development.

Focused coding was used to reach a higher level of abstraction
and to identify relationships and interactions between categories.
This phase built a more systematic understanding of the data
by connecting initial codes and condensing them into central
categories, which were then differentiated through subcategories
and further specified in terms of their properties and dimensions.
In this study, focused coding first produced analytically meaningful
categories; in subsequent steps, relationships among categories
were further elaborated.

Emotions were treated as integral components of motives,
meaning-making, and coping strategies that shape participants’
responses and actions (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Their role was
analyzed through analytic memos, explicit coding of emotions, and
attention to nuances in how participants expressed themselves.

Theoretical coding then served to link analytically rich
categories in interpretive ways (Charmaz, 2025). Categories
were not merely descriptive but functioned explanatorily by
highlighting patterns, relationships, and processes within the data.
Theoretical coding, in this sense, supported the exploratory and
context-sensitive integration of meaning structures, remaining
open to ambiguity, tensions, and processuality while taking
participants’ perspectives seriously. The aim was not to produce
a universal explanation but to develop a theoretically dense,
empirically grounded interpretation of social reality that
captures the complexity of autistic students’ experiences. The
development and refinement of the central category was carried
out through an ongoing interpretive process in which meaning
structures, categorical connections, and theoretical ideas were
continuously reflected.

Through this iterative process, a grounded theory was
constructed that highlights how participants made sense of their
experiences and how their emotions were shaped within the
context. As the present article is part of a broader dissertation
project, it does not present the full range of finding. Instead, it
concentrates on the emotions which were expressed by the autistic
students and their role in developing school non-attendance.
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2.4 Ethical considerations

Prior to the start of the study, approval was obtained
from the ethics committee of the University of Oldenburg.
The interviews were recorded, transcribed, anonymised and
pseudonymised. Data were managed in accordance with German
data protection law. In both the analysis and presentation of
results, attention was given to protect privacy of data. Students
and parents were provided with appropriate information to ensure
informed consent.

Throughout the process, the researcher’s role was subject
to continuous reflection. This involved careful attention to (1)
personal behavior, particularly in interactions with participants;
(2) thoughts, especially regarding one’s own expectations and
preconceptions as well as the potential expectations of participants;
and (3) emotions that arose during the research process and how
these shaped interactions with participants and engagement with
the data.

3 Results

Based on the findings, a grounded theory was developed that
explains the process of school attendance problems, with particular
emphasis on emotions. These emotions were constructed as the
main phenomenon within the grounded theory that is based on
the perspectives of autistic students. Causal conditions to negative
emotions were found within the school environment, whereas
positive emotions were determined by intervening conditions such
as capabilities and qualities:

“So, in class, I understood everything quite quickly. (..) Um
(5) well (4) Ilearn very quickly. (..) That means if I- well- (..) if T
really WANT to learn something then I just understand it very
quickly.” (Leonie, 15, pos. 58).

“So, I can, uh- When I’'m awake and also interested I can
learn very quickly, so I don’t have to study too much, and
I grasp the material in class quite quickly and can apply it
directly.” (Malte, 18, pos. 73).

“That I um actually pick up things quite quickly and try to
understand them as well [...] I can just remember things very
quickly.” (Matilda, 20, pos. 46).

“So right now, because the material is appropriate, I can
usually- well, I, (.) uh (.) once I- once I get into it- I mean,
once I start, I usually get thru it very quickly.” (Marten, 15,
pos. 188).

Some participants expressed limitations in their capability
to “understand quickly” and “to learn”. Leonie emphasized the
link to the willingness to learn, while Malte explicitly referred
to personal interest as a factor that enhances the speed of
learning. Malte further tied quick learning to the condition
of being “awake,” which may allude to challenges with early
school start times or the need for sufficient rest. Marten’s
remark, “once I start” points to potential difficulties with
initiating tasks, suggesting a need for support in getting started.
These limitations are closely related to contextual circumstances,
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prerequisites, challenges, and structural conditions of everyday
school life, such as resources, subject matter, support, and
time of day, and illustrate how these factors can influence
students’ capability to learn. The significance of the school
environment for the desire to learn is, for example, articulated
by Felicitas:

“especially at the [name of the] school I noticed that I-,
I was so eager to learn and when I left, I thought, noo, I
don’t want to learn if it's not absolutely necessary right now”
(Felicitas, 12, pos. 98).

Negative emotions appeared mainly in the context of
school attendance, while positive emotions were reported
mainly in the context of learning. School non-attendance
therefore appears as consequence, as autistic students
experienced attendance as an obstacle to learning. The autistic
students are primarily occupied with adapting to the learning
environment and the expectations during their school attendance,
which is why they can no longer muster any capacity for

learning itself:

“So, let’s assume, that I WENT to school, it was super
stressful, I didn’t really do ANYthing in class, I mean, I didn’-
didn’t really aCHIEVE anything. And then, yeah, I was-”
(Marten, 15, pos. 128).

“Hm so the main thing, is that I hang in there or get thru
the day, just sit in class, keep myself away from everything,
mostly just in my own thoughts. I never really took any notes
or anything like that,” (Matilda, 20, pos. 36).

“Going to school was no longer- I basically just went there
to survive, so to speak.” (Till, 14, pos. 58).

“(I didn’t) really keep up with the lessons anymore, so it
wasn’t really a proper school attendance anymore.” (Till, 14,
pos. 64).

Enduring the conditions of everyday school life generates
negative emotions and results in exhaustion (Figure 1). The
initially strong will to learn, under the pressure of persistent
stressors, shifts into an inability to learn. Autistic students report
that their individual effort is insufficient to sustain regular
school attendance. Over time, this constant adaptation, combined
with limited opportunities for recovery or change, culminates
in exhaustion.

3.1 Positive emotions as driver for
attendance and learning

The narratives of how autistic students began to develop school
attendance problems often started with their willingness to attend
school in order to fulfill their desire to learn. The accounts show
that school attendance and learning itself were frequently viewed
and evaluated separately. In several examples, particularly those of
Ella, Julian, and Leonie, school attendance was itself described as
a desire:
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FIGURE 1
Negative emotions as drivers of absenteeism over time.

“My strong will has also helped me, namely that I want to
go to school. (4)” (Ella, 12, pos. 96).

”I always wanted to go to school and love the classes, if
I couldn’t go, it was always due to circumstances” (Julian, 18,
pos. 18).

“And actually um so it makes me a little angry that I
actually want to go to school. And I want- well I really want
to go to school.” (Leonie, 15, pos. 90).

Felicitas, however, regarded school attendance primarily as a
necessary burden in order to fulfill her desire to learn:

“I really wanted to learn a lot, and I just thought that, there
was no other way to do it than in school. [... ] because I wanted
to learn all of that, but, actually I never wanted to go to school
itself” (Felicitas, 13, pos. 26).

Across all participants, it became evident that learning
itself was the primary driver of their willingness to attend
school, as exemplified by Julian’s statement. The desire to learn
thus emerged as a central motivation and a key driver of
attendance. At the same time, this desire was frequently linked to
frustration, anger, and hopelessness about not being able to attend
school, as powerfully expressed in Leonie’s account and echoed
by Ella:

“I WANTED to learn something. I didn’t want to learn
nothing. I just couldn’t.” (Ella, 12, pos. 40).

Extending these perspectives, Frida emphasized the link
between successful learning and the enjoyment of learning,
suggesting that the desire to learn is not only tied to attendance but
also to the positive affective experience of learning itself:
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“IfTWANT to learn something or WANT to come to class,
because I ENJOY it, because the learning methods are FUN,
then LEARning works better.” (Frida, 15, pos. 179).

3.2 Stress, anxiety, and anger as driver for
absenteeism

When schools fail to meet students’ needs and they feel
misunderstood, attending school becomes associated with negative
emotions. Some participants described how numerous unresolved
conflicts and situations accumulated over time. The lack of
resolution and the inability to express their emotions led to
significant stress, ultimately making them feel unable to attend
school. Notably, participants often retained these experiences,
recalling them years later with emotional intensity.

Participants reported experiences related to burdens such
as shame, sadness, confusion, despair, pressure, and feelings
of injustice. In most cases, one or several of these emotional
burdens were mentioned. Stress was also accompanied by physical
symptoms. The most frequently reported emotional burdens were
stress, anger, and anxiety. Stress was described primarily as being
triggered by conditions within the school context, most notably
sensory challenges and difficulties in reciprocal interaction.

Sensory Challenges and Overload:

- “When they all screamed and talked so loudly, it was like a
huge wave of sound, that completely overwhelmed the center
of my brain and irritated it.” (Ella, 12, pos. 102).

- “T went to school, sat there, um, saw nothing, heard nothing,
had (terrible) headache, so I didn’t really accomplish much.”
(Felicitas, 13, pos. 82).

- “due to my autism I couldn’t filter the stimuli around me. And
I perceived everything more intensely.” (Leonie, 15, pos. 52).

Reciprocal Interaction including Interaction with peers and
teachers, as well as the lack of a sense of belonging:

- “I found it hard to do things with others because, somehow
everyone, expected something from me. Um (..) well I was
often overwhelmed um the- also with the communication
somehow and conversations, um and I just- well I often felt
somehow out of place, and well I was never really myself? I
had to always pretend and somehow adapt (..) and that was
just exhausting.” (Leonie, 15, pos. 50).

- “That’s difficult because I can’t talk or react when they [his
classmates] say hello, I like them and I'm one of them, and
they accept me but doing things together is difficult. ’'m in but
doing something together is difficult.” (Julian, 18, pos. 56).

- “Idon’t know. I often feel- (.) like (.) different from everyone
else. (..) First of all because (...) autism and (.) yes I speak so
much less than (..) all the other children. (..) And I'm mostly
like (.) quiet. (...) Yes. (4)” (Enno, 9, pos. 90).

- “the teachers somehow couldn’t take care of my problems
there anymore, it was just too much, I was just a bit too
different, I would say” (Till, 14, pos. 57).
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“where the teachers then put a lot of pressure and yes, directly
told me and my mother that I should leave the school and that
I don’t belong there” (Malte, 18, pos. 21).

Within the framework of the grounded theory, the underlying
conditions can only be outlined briefly at this point, as the present
article is primarily oriented toward the role of emotions.

The experience of stress resulting from these conditions was
directly expressed by several autistic students:

“actually a school day for me consisted only of stress. So I
arrived at school and, then, it was actually already too much.
[...] Um I was already anxious about the class um and then in
the class even more stress was added.” (Leonie, 15, pos. 48).

“Too many kids were stressing me out and it was too
LOUD it was, (.) generally always TOO MUCH. I, couldn’t
THINK anymore and no one underSTOOD me.” (Felicitas, 13,
pos. 15).

“I wouldn’t say that those were specific situations. It was
just the long accumulation of (.) stress and so on.” (Fred, 15,
pos. 51).

“because I didn’t learn anything and just became more
stressed, which for some reason made the stress even worse.
(4)” (Sven, 15, pos. 44).

“If it ever worked out completely eh it was usually just
stress, especially if there were insults in class, yeah. So the day
was always relatively stressful.” (Toni, 12, pos. 76).

The accounts indicate that stress during the school day is
associated with feelings of being overwhelmed and agitated. Stress
appears to accumulate over the course of the day, intensifying until
it manifests as anxiety. One form of this anxiety is a more general
fear of school:

“T also often didn’t GO to school because I was afraid of it”
(Leonie, 15, Pos. 6).
“I was too nervous (.) to go. School anxiety.” (Enno, 9,
Pos. 44).

In many cases, it appears that anxiety itself is not the primary
barrier to school attendance, but rather specific aspects of the
school environment:

“Um LI was afraid that I would have to say something in
front of the class. (..)“ (Leonie, 15, pos. 48).

“I always have some kind of fear, that I might do something
wrong. Yeah I was worried I might get in trouble with my
classmates or with my teacher- my gym teacher.” (Alexandra,
14, pos. 120).

“Yes I think it's because of STRESS and fear of the other
classmates because maybe someday it could come out that I for
example have a (special educational need) or that they might
laugh at me. So that (unintelligible) 1 didn’t want to take any
DAmage there.” (Till, 14, Pos. 15).

An increase in anxiety manifests as panic. Panic episodes
were reported in direct connection with school attendance and
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appear to result from significant stress, developing over time as
burdens accumulate:

“as soon as the bell rang for class to start um, I started
having panic attacks and they just kept getting worse” (Leonie,
15, pos. 28).

“Because it was such a PANIC reaction, eventually
I just couldn’t go to school anymore.” (Marten, 15,
pos. 20).

“shortly after I stayed home I had to go back to school to
get my textbooks and stuff I then-then had this panic and was
so stressed and (.) somehow totally uh (.) somehow yeah- (4)
And yeah (.) I don’t know if I could even go back to school.”
(Fred, 15, pos. 63).

“The PANIC ATTACKS have already (started early) in
class” (Till, 14, pos. 58).

“I always had these panic attacks and could hardly
concentrate on the lessons. That was very bad.” (Till, 14,

pos. 12).

Anxiety can also co-occur with anger, which appears
to be directed both at objects and, more prominently, at
the self:

“Mm (4) so, um- so I feel alot of FEAr and also PAnic. (...)
Mmmh and, somehow also helplessness. Hm (4) Somehow also
a bit of anger” (Leonie, 15, pos. 20).

“But I think I was really angry and really really desperate”
(Ella, 12, pos. 69).

“I am frustrated and angry and sometimes I hurt myself
because I have to channel my anger somewhere.” (Julian, 18,
pos. 35).

“So- it also happened that I.T punched the back of my bed
or got very, very angry.” (Matilda, 20, pos. 30).

Negative emotions consistently co-occurred with mental
health issues and impacted school attendance. Autistic students
experienced emotional disturbances throughout all stages of
their process. While absences initially provided short-term
relief, this was quickly replaced by cognitive concerns about
the future, alongside boredom, anger, and frustration. A
key finding highlights the role of the environment: autistic
students often reported anger and frustration due to a lack
of support and limited opportunities to access education
when attendance of a mainstream school was not viable.
Leonie, in particular, expresses her anger and despair over
the lack of support she and her family receive in re-engaging
with school:

“a lot has actually happened but in the end somehow
nothing at all because I'm still sitting at home and the school
isn’t really contacting us anymore, I haven’t received any
assignments from the school and so on. And actually um it
makes me a bit angry that I actually want to go to school. And I
want- well I really want to go to school. But somehow they just
leave us alone. [...] And I wish it were different.” (Leonie, 15,
pos. 90).
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3.3 Emotions as driver for re-engagement

Despite their disturbing experiences of negative emotions in
school, autistic students expressed hope for finding a solution and
a willingness to return to school, while others appear to have lost
their hope over time and trust in the process.

“I longed so much to go back and just be there because
thats my place where I can learn something.” (Julian, 18,
pos. 26).

“I have always- always HOPED, that I- that I could go back
to SCHOOL.” (Ella, 12, pos. 40).

“I knew, I couldn’t handle it anymore, but I also wanted
to learn something. (.) I- (8) I always hoped, that we would
somehow find a solution” (Ella, 12, pos. 44).

Particularly through Ella’s use of the past tense, it appears
that she maintained hope over an extended period but currently
no longer believes that she and her family can independently
find a solution to their situation. Ella seems to occupy the same
“waiting position” that Leonie describes in relation to her anger
and frustration. This waiting position, combined with the ongoing
search for a long-term solution, constitutes a significant challenge
for autistic children and adolescents. They are also acutely aware
of the consequences of absenteeism, including concerns about the
future (Leonie, 15, pos. 42), reduced contact with friends (Fred,
15, pos. 39), and the feeling of missing out on both interpersonal
experiences and academic content (Fred, 15, pos. 39; Edda, 9,
pos. 214).

Nevertheless, participants reported a sense of relief following
the cessation of school attendance, reflecting a temporary
alleviation of the stress, anxiety, and pressures associated with the
ongoing struggle to maintain regular attendance.

“but (.) in any case, I feel much better now than before”
(Fred, 15, pos. 37).

“And, I would say, I am now happier than before, when I
used to spend, 5 hours, until 4, recovering from school.” (Ella,
12, pos. 110).

“Compared to before I feel so good now better than I could
ever feel. So on a scale from 1 to 10 I would say 1000. Um well
compared to before. Of course not everything runs perfectly,
but it never does.” (Marten, 15, pos. 40).

From the perspective of the autistic students, there currently
appear to be “simply no good SOLUTIONSs” (Frida, 15, pos. 189) to
the dilemma that autistic students are unable to fulfill their desire
to learn during school attendance using the strategies and resources
available to them (see Figure 1). This underscores the pressing need
to modify environmental factors in order to reduce their stress and
support autistic students’ learning within school.

4 Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the role of emotions when it
comes to school attendance problems among autistic students.
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The findings of this Grounded Theory study provide insights
in how the interviewed autistic students experience their school
attendance. A main outcome is the fact that the autistic students
expressed a strong desire to learn and willingness to attend
school, while simultaneously experience barriers to learning that
cause stress, anxiety and anger. Their opportunities to fulfill the
motivation to learn were significantly constrained by sensory
challenges and difficulties in reciprocal interaction in the school
environment. The inability to overcome these barriers with the
means available to them led to experiences of helplessness and
frustration, as well as broader concerns about future prospects,
social participation, and a sense of missing out. These findings
underline the urgent necessity of adapting school environments to
meet the needs of autistic students and to enable their participation
in learning without disproportionate emotional cost.

Emotions seem to play a crucial role when it comes to school
attendance and absenteeism among autistic students. Negative
emotions such as stress, anxiety and anger can therefore be seen as
drivers for school attendance problems and absenteeism. However,
these emotions are responses to environments that fail to meet the
needs of autistic students over extended periods of time. Although
inclusion is widely framed as a central educational priority, the
reality often resembles integration, in which students are still
expected to adapt to mainstream school settings rather than schools
adapting to them (Pellicano et al., 2018; McGoldrick et al., 2025).
The pressure to adapt amplifies the sensory, social, and emotional
challenges experienced by autistic students, ultimately contributing
to mental health difficulties, school attendance problems, and
absenteeism (Den Houting, 2019; Shaw et al., 2024). Practices
such as camouflaging meaning masking salient autistic behaviors
and compensating for social-communicative challenges in order to
meet external expectations and blend into specific environments,
require considerable effort. This effort has been linked to emotional
exhaustion, identity conflicts, and an increased risk of mental
health problems (Hull et al., 2017; Lundin Remnélius and Bolte,
2024). Research further shows that adolescence is a period marked
by heightened stress and exhaustion (Byrne et al., 2007; Pascoe
et al., 20205 Sisk and Gee, 2022), which is associated with poorer
mental health outcomes (Eppelmann et al., 2016; Snyder et al,
2019; McGorry et al,, 2025) and an increased risk of educational
underachievement (Kaplan et al., 2005; Raufelder et al., 2018). For
autistic children and adolescents, who already face a heightened
risk of developing mental health conditions (Simonoff et al., 2008;
Micai et al., 2023), these challenges result in complex, cumulative
burdens. When adequate resources and support are lacking, these
burdens can escalate into significant psychological consequences
(Hoferichter and Raufelder, 2022). The findings of this study
extend these perspectives by showing how the desire to learn
and the willingness to attend school are gradually undermined by
cumulative stressors in the school environment. As illustrated in
Figure 1, the sustained effort to cope with adverse conditions leads
to exhaustion and ultimately transforms a strong motivation to
learn into an inability to engage in learning. This highlights the
urgent need to reconfigure environmental conditions in schools to
sustain attendance and participation.

The emotional burdens reported in this study, which contribute
to both mental health challenges and school absenteeism, should
therefore not be understood as a reflection of personal deficits but
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rather as the result of an imbalance between needs and available
support within the mainstream school system in Germany. The
necessity of adapting in order not to stand out socially is
also described in the present study as an effort that leads to
exhaustion and, ultimately, absenteeism. This underscores the need
for environments that recognize and acknowledge autism-related
differences in social interaction (Alcorn et al., 2024). Only when
schools allow autistic students to show and communicate their
challenges can these needs be adequately identified and addressed.
Camouflaging, by contrast, makes the recognition of such needs
more difficult (Truman et al., 2021). In Truman et al.’s (2021)
study, parents reported that their children were able to mask
their difficulties at school but subsequently broke down from
exhaustion once at home. Similar patterns of profound exhaustion
were also described by participants in the present study, such as Ella
and Felicitas.

In a study by Atkinson et al. (2025), 72 autistic students
attending mainstream schools were surveyed about school
belonging, camouflaging, and anxiety. Of the participants, 38.9
percent reported feeling safe, accepted, and comfortable at school,
whereas 61.1 percent indicated that this was not the case. When
asked what helped them to be themselves, students highlighted
friendships, but also support from teachers as well as inclusive
adjustments such as the option to wear headphones and having
access to a quiet room.

Especially the desire to learn, the willingness to attend and
return to school highlight the importance of language when it
comes to school attendance, especially when talking about autistic
students. Phrases like “school refusal” or “school avoidance” imply
that it is the individual that causes and chooses to refuse or avoid
school. Leaving out the crucial role that emotional disturbances due
to contextual environmental factor play in the process of becoming
absent (Leslie et al., 2025).

A process of becoming absent emerged across participants,
which appeared consistent across age groups but was described
as occurring at different points as participants age varied.
While several participants reported an initial increase in school-
related difficulties during primary school, most experienced school
attendance problems during secondary school. This pattern aligns
with previous findings indicating that stress and emotional strain
tend to intensify during adolescence and secondary education
(Byrne et al., 2007; Pascoe et al., 2020).

The processual nature of school attendance problems is
also reflected in the study by Hamadi et al. (2025), which
emphasizes the lack of support that, from the perspective of
participants, was provided “too late.” This process corresponds to
the development of school absenteeism described by Kearney et al.
(2019). The contradiction between the experience of “no longer
being able to attend school” and terms such as “school refusal” or
“school avoidance” has likewise been highlighted in other studies
(Corcoran and Kelly, 2023). Furthermore, students in these studies
predominantly identified school-related factors, which, against
the backdrop of insufficient support, contributed to absenteeism
(Corcoran and Kelly, 2023; Hamadi et al., 2025). The fundamentally
positive orientation toward learning, expressed in the present study
as the desire to learn, is also reflected in the findings of Hamadi
et al. (2025) as well as the “vicious cycle” of short-term relief
when becoming absent, followed by negative emotions and the
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fear of missing out which was expressed by participants in the
present study. At the same time, autism-specific differences become
evident in this study, particularly regarding sensory processing,
interactional challenges in reciprocal understanding, and the
resulting needs within the learning environment. Accordingly,
it is assumed that the burdens described occur with increased
intensity in autistic students, whereas more general burdens can
also be observed among other vulnerable students and may be
interpreted as expressions of broader structural challenges within
the school system.

The results highlight the need for holistic and strength-based
approaches when addressing school attendance problems.

Findings from a scoping review by White et al. (2023)
underscore the importance of such approaches in creating inclusive
learning environments, reducing barriers, and supporting learning.
While deficit-oriented interventions have shown some effectiveness
in promoting executive or communication skills, they have
also been linked to negative impacts on mental health, school
experiences, and educational outcomes (White et al., 2023). By
contrast, studies included in the review indicate that tasks aligned
with autistic students’ personal interests can significantly enhance
motivation, concentration, and learning outcomes. A key condition
for the successful implementation of strength-based approaches
is a positive attitude among teachers toward neurodiversity,
combined with professional awareness of autism-specific modes
of perception and learning. Beyond individual pedagogical
perspectives, structural conditions are also essential such as visual
supports, predictable daily routines, sensory-regulated classrooms,
and designated quiet spaces. Furthermore, the active involvement
of students and their families in shaping these structures is
consistently emphasized as critical. Shifting toward a strength-
based paradigm in education fosters participation, improves
wellbeing, and supports academic development among autistic
students by reframing autistic characteristics not as challenges but
as valuable resources (White et al., 2023).

Examples for such approaches can be find in autism-
specific research and literature, as well as literature addressing
school attendance problems. Autism specific approaches are
exemplified by the Autistic SPACE framework (McGoldrick
et al, 2025), which highlights five core domains, Sensory
needs, Predictability, Acceptance, Communication, and Empathy,
supported by considerations of physical, processing, and emotional
space. Applied in education, this framework provides teachers
with a practical roadmap to recognize and respond to autistic
students’ needs by making small but meaningful adjustments in
classroom environments. This is directly relevant to the present
findings, where sensory overload, lack of predictability, and
limited acceptance emerged as central stressors that undermined
students’ desire to learn and contributed to absenteeism. It
shifts the focus away from deficit-based models toward a
neurodiversity-affirmative ethos that values autistic strengths and
wellbeing, thereby supporting both learning and participation.
Complementing this, the LEANS programme (Alcorn et al,
2024) represents a classroom-level intervention that introduces
all students to neurodiversity concepts. The feasibility study
demonstrated that LEANS is both acceptable and effective in
enhancing students’ knowledge, attitudes, and intended inclusive
actions, with minimal risks of harm. This aligns with the results of
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the present study, in which social misunderstandings and lack of
peer acceptance were identified as drivers of stress and emotional
exhaustion. By fostering peer understanding and promoting more
positive classroom dynamics, LEANS addresses precisely these
social barriers. Together, SPACE and LEANS illustrate how
inclusive practices can operate on different levels. While SPACE
supports teachers in adapting environments to autistic needs,
LEANS builds a broader culture of acceptance and awareness
among peers, both of which are crucial for reducing stressors and
supporting school attendance.

5 Strengths and limitations

The results must be understood within their limitations. First,
due to the qualitative design, the ability to generalize findings is
limited. The study was conducted within the German mainstream
school context, and while this provides important insights, the
findings may not be directly transferable to other educational
systems, though they may serve as a basis for comparison. A
further limitation is that autism diagnoses were not independently
verified but relied solely on participants’ self-report. Consequently,
the accuracy of diagnostic status cannot be assured, which may
limit both the validity and generalizability of the results. Moreover,
the findings are based exclusively on the perspectives of autistic
students, no interviews with parents or school staff were conducted.
While this means that alternative perspectives may exist, the aim
of the present study was to reconstruct the subjective perspectives
of autistic students with school attendance problems. As shown in
the discussion, these perspectives align with findings from other
studies, highlighting the validity of the results.

At the same time, a strength of this study lies in its
focus on autistic students’ own voices, which provided in-depth
insights into their lived experiences and the social constructions
surrounding school attendance problems. The use of numerous
direct quotations and in-vivo codes ensured that participants’
perspectives were preserved and foregrounded. In line with
Charmaz’s (2025) criteria for assessing the quality of grounded
theory studies which are reflected in originality, credibility,
resonance, and usefulness, this study demonstrates originality by
making the perspectives of autistic students on the development of
school absenteeism visible within the “inclusive” German school
system. The credibility of the findings is enhanced through
systematic coding and continuous reflexivity, while the resonance
is reflected in their relevance both for autistic students and for
professionals working in this context. Finally, the usefulness of the
study lies in its potential to inform future research and to generate
concrete implications for inclusive educational practice.

6 Conclusion

The study investigated the perspectives and lived experiences of
autistic students regarding school attendance problems and the role
of emotions in the process of becoming absent. The study mainly
identified how environmental conditions contributed to emotional
burdens including stress, anxiety, and anger, which in turn lead
to and intensified school attendance problems. These findings
underscore the importance of shifting from deficit-oriented
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explanations toward a contextualized understanding of school
attendance problems as outcomes of systemic and environmental
challenges rather than individual failings. At the same time, the
findings highlight the role of positive emotions such as the desire
to learn, the willingness to attend and return to school, and the
hope to re-engage. These emotions emerged as central motivational
drivers that sustained students’ connection to education despite
adverse environmental circumstances. Recognizing and fostering
these positive emotions is essential for approaches that not only
reduce barriers but also build on students’ intrinsic motivation
for participation and learning. The current study adds to the
growing body of literature highlighting the interplay between
emotions, school environments, and attendance, thereby advancing
autism-specific insights. To further explore these dynamics, future
studies should investigate environmental conditions and emotional
burdens in larger and more diverse samples. Quantitative data are
needed to provide an overview of the prevalence of absenteeism
among autistic students in Germany, while longitudinal studies are
essential to examine long-term educational outcomes and wellbeing
in the mainstream school system.

Finally, the study highlights once more the importance of
centering students’ perspectives in both research and practice.
Participatory approaches are essential to ensure that educational
and learning processes are designed to adequately reflect the needs,
strengths, and lived realities of autistic students.
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