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Compulsory Education In Germany

In Germany…

− the 16 federal states (Länder) are responsible for the 

organisation of school education, 

− compulsory schooling from the age of six until the age 

of 18,

− compulsory schooling laws vary between the Länder,

− both parents and educational institutions are responsible

for ensuring school attendance of all students!

3
Ricking & Rothenburg, 2020
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School Absenteeism as Multidimensional 

Phenomenon with Multiple Causes

→ School-Wide Management and Support

4

Formal 
Perspective Educational 

Perspective

School Absenteeism as

Non-Compliance with Compulsory Schooling

→ Legal Administrative Procedures

Two Perspectives on the Issue

of School Absenteeism
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Legislative Framework in German Case –
Non-Compliance with Compulsory Schooling

− Regulation of legal or care proceedings in the case of 

„Schulpflichtverletzungen“ within Education Acts

− substantial differences between all 16 states!

5

Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung Hamburg, 2013; Böhm, 2011; 

Grewe, 2005; Grimshaw & Pratt, 1987; Ehman & Rademacker, 2003; 

School Act Lower Saxony; 

Schools record attendance and report absence –
written warnings to parents and absentee

Economic sanctions –
letter to fine for the offence

Community Service

Persuasive appeals by the police

Sentences of short-time arrest 

Local School Authorities

are responsible for

taking disciplinary

action
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− The punitive approach has limited effects in reducing 

absence patterns and increasing attendance 
(Ernst & Höynck, 2018; Pendon, 2016)

− Multidimensional understanding of 

school absenteeism

− Shift towards school-wide structures of (multilevel) 

support with prevention, intervention and reintegration

6

Kearney & Graczyk, 2014; Ricking & Hagen, 2016; Ricking, 2014

Turn From Punitive Approaches To Support?
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Figure created by authors: Enderle et al.,2023, p. 10.; based on Ricking, 2014; Seeliger, 2016

Turn From Punitive Approaches To Support?
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Aim and Research Questions 

− …to compare and provide insight into legal and educational

aspects of guidance documents in German federal states

concerning the support of school absenteeism.

RQ1: In what ways do guidance documents in German federal

states make reference to school legislation (policies on formal 

administrative procedures) and dimensions of school-wide 

support to address school absenteeism?

RQ2: How does the report from Schleswig-Holstein exemplify a 

case of shifting balance from formal intervention to a more 

school-wide approach for multidimensional support at the federal 

state level?

8
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Methodological Approach

− Document analysis (Hoffmann, 2018)

− Document types

− manuals, handbooks, or similar guidance documents aimed at 

providing practical implications, recommendations, and strategies 

to address school absenteeism

9
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Key Findings –
Guidelines and regulations in 16 federal German states

10
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Key Findings –
Guidelines and regulations in 16 federal German states
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Key Findings – Report of Schleswig-Holstein 2022 (pp. 16-23)

Stepwise approach to address

school absenteeism

12

See figure in Enderle et al. (2023), p. 14, based on MBWK SH, 2022, pp. 18-19
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Formal 
Perspective Educational 

Perspective

• Change and shift in focus from a punitive approach to a more

supportive one

• Focus on promoting well-being, participation, and social-emotional 

learning

Discussion and Conclusion

• Variations in content regarding educational dimensions

• Punitive actions as common element across guiding documents
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Implications and Future Directions

− Guidance documents as practical resources for

schools and practitioners

− Table of guidelines and strategies as framework for

comparative national and international research

Reality?

− How do implications and recommendations translate

into actual practice of schools and teachers? What

intervention and prevention strategies are implemented?

14
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“Education is the most powerful weapon
which you can use to change the world”

(Nelson Mandela, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate 1993)
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