
PEER REVIEW HISTORY 

BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) Sick and still at school: An empirical study of sickness presence 
among students in Norwegian secondary school 

AUTHORS Johansen, Vegard 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Halonen, Jaana 
Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 

REVIEW RETURNED 13-May-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Abstract  
1) The last sentence in the Results section mentions: ”In USS 
students in vocational studies”, but it is unclear from the methods 
how these students differ from others. If this was an additional 
analysis, perhaps better not bring this result up in the Abstract.  
2) Please use past tense consistently when writing about the results 
of this study as these findings are not definite in all (other) 
populations (e.g. “students with high absence were more likely”). 
This applies also to the Results and Discussion sections of the 
paper.  
3) Please clarify: “girls were more likely…” –more likely than who? 
and “students with high school motivation reported high SP more 
often” –more often that who?  
 
Article focus  
1) I think there are two separate research questions instead of: “The 
research question is” Please re-word.  
 
Key messages  
1) Better wording might be: “The majority of students in secondary 
school reported SP…”, “one in four/ one in three”, and “Gender, 
amount of absence, motivation…”  
 
Introduction  
1) I don’t see how the sickness benefits are related to sickness 
presence in schools as students are not eligible for the benefits -or if 
they are in Norway, please state this. I would suggest modifications 
in the Introduction so that the health aspect (mentioned in the third 
paragraph) is the main reasoning for this study and less reference to 
working population is used. This is because students and workers 
are not directly comparable due to possibly different motivations for 
sickness presence (e.g., seeing friends/missing an important class 
vs. financial income/no to burden colleagues)  
 
Methods  
1) page 4, the second sentence might read better as: “The principals 
of the schools had participated in a former survey about the topics of 
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this survey.”  
2) page 4, line 11 onwards: please provide the response rates here.  
3) page 4, line 13 the sentence: “Representativeness was high as 
regards gender…” seems unnecessary as the representativeness of 
the schools is already mentioned in the previous paragraph.  
4) page 4, line 23. Did you really ask about “going to work despite 
feeling ill” rather than going to school?  
5) page 4, line 31 please correct: “Binomial logistic regression was 
used”, line 34: “and many of them were selected from…”  
6) page 4, line 44: Did the question on parent`s employment status 
mean that both were employed/unemployed or that one of the 
parents was employed/unemployed?  
7) page 4, line 47: do you mean “High absence from school”? If, 
please use consistently throughout the paper.  
8) page 5, line 7. Please define shortly what do “vocational studies” 
(vs. general studies) mean.  
 
Results  
1) Please provide a Table (1) presenting descriptive statistics about 
the LSS and USS study populations (e.g., mean age, percentage of 
boys, natives, parents with low education, and all other possible 
predictors)  
2) page 5, line 9. See comment for Methods point 2 about the 
response rates.  
3) Table 2. I wonder if “8-14 episodes” should be “8-14 days”?  
4) Table 3. Please add a row indicating “OR (95% CI)”. What 
covariates were these models adjusted for? Were these 
multivariable models or did you look at the possible predictors one-
by-one? If the models were not adjusted for the other possible 
covariates/predictors, could you provide results also for a model that 
includes all predictors at once? Then you might be able to find those 
predictors that are most influential.  
 
Discussion  
1) page 5, line 43 please correct: “has not been measured 
previously in secondary schools before”  
2) page 5, line 45. Please discuss why USS students would report 
more SP than LSS students?  
3) page 5, line 54 please correct: “Similarly, the results for LSS 
showed… reported…”  
4) page 6, line 3. Please discuss about the possible reasons for why 
students with vocational studies reported more SP than those with 
general studies. Do they have, for example, more practical “lab-type 
of” studies/exercises that require presence?  
5) page 6, line 13. It is stated that: “survey enables us to control for 
‘competing explanations’ in the assessment of high SP”. How 
exactly did you do this?  
6) Are there any impacts of these results? How could this 
information be used? Please discuss. 

 

REVIEWER Johansson, Gun 
Karolinska Institute 

REVIEW RETURNED 29-May-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 1. I would like to see some comments of whether the causes and 
consequences of SP are likely to be the same for employees and 
students. We and others have for example found that attendance 
requirements at work is strongly connected to SP (eg Johansson 
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and Lundberg SocSciMed 2004) . Is equivalent aspects as "work 
conditions" at schools also evident for students?  
2. I do not understand the sentence" "for one thing..." sentence on p 
6 line 15. Please clarify  
3. From what I can see the cross-sectional design is not discussed 
as a weakness (or a strength). I would like to see some comments 
on that  
 
4. In conclusions it is said "gender, absence... are important factors". 
I think "associated with" is a better way to describe the results as we 
do not know whether there is a causal relation. 

 

REVIEWER Hirokawa, Kumi 
Baika Women's University, Nursing 

REVIEW RETURNED 01-Jun-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This study reported the prevalence of sickness presence in students 

in secondary schools and characteristics that were associated with 

the presence of sickness in a cross-sectional design. The 

investigation involved approximately 3000 participants in 66 

secondary schools. This manuscript reports interesting information. 

However, the author needs to address some problems as follows 

below. 

 

1. Introduction: The author should start the Introduction with 
background information and the purpose of the study should be 
at the end of this section. The Introduction should be structured. 
Although the background of this study was based on 
occupational health, this study focused on secondary school 
students. Developmental stages for workers and secondary 
school students are different. Therefore, hypothesized factors 
related to the presence of illness may be unique for secondary 
school students. The author should provide original hypotheses 
for secondary school students in relation to the presence of 
illness. The author should also explain why they focused on this 
population. Are there some characteristic problems for this age 
group in Norway? 

 

2. Methods: Information regarding the participants and 
questionnaires is poor.  
Distribution of the participants’ characteristics, such as sex and 
ethnicity, should be added. The contents of questionnaires used 
in this study should be described.  
Procedure of informed consent should also be detailed. Was this 
survey anonymous?  
 

3. Results: In Table 3, odds ratios that are relevant to a high 
presence of illness (four episodes or more) are shown. Odds 
ratios that are relevant to a long length of illness (≥8 days) 
should also be shown in a table. The author explained that eight 
independent variables were entered into the model, but these 
variables were chosen according to a previous study with an 
adult population. The author should indicate the appropriate 
reference. As stated as above, the author should consider other 
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factors that are related to school-related matters and lifestyle.  
 

4. Discussion: Because the author collected the data using a 
questionnaire based on worker’s results that are relevant to the 
presence of illness, the discussion lacks originality of secondary 
students’ health problems (e.g., relationship with friends and 
activities outside of school). Furthermore, is there any distress 
for Norwegian students that is possibly related to the Norwegian 
educational system? Cultural and/or political background in 
relation to education should be discussed. Such information may 
be useful for readers for their future investigations.  

 
5. Minor comments:  

1) Table 2: “8-14 episodes” should be “8-14 days”. 
2) There are two references for “no. 21”. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

 

General  

R1 suggests that the language should be checked by a native speaker. This has been done.  

 

R1 suggests changing “high absence” to “high absence from school”. This has been done.  

 

R1 suggests using the past tense in the results and discussion sections. This has been done.  

 

R2 would like to see comments on whether the causes and consequences of SP are likely to be the 

same for employees and students. Such comments have been added in various sections.  

 

Title page  

R1 suggests some changes to the “Results” section of the structured abstract. This advice has been 

followed:  

Students with high absence from school were more likely to report high SP (ORLSS = 1.7, ORUSS = 

2.0) than those with low/no absence. Girls were more likely to report high SP (ORLSS = 1.5, ORUSS 

= 1.5) than boys. In LSS, students with high school motivation reported high SP more often than 

students with low/medium motivation. In USS, students in vocational studies programmes reported 

high SP more often than students in general/academic studies programmes.  

 

R1 argues that there are two separate research questions. I agree and the “Article focus” section has 

been rewritten:  

- The first research question is: What is the distribution of SP among students in Norwegian 

secondary school?  

- The second research question is: What characterizes students with high SP in Norwegian secondary 

schools?  

 

R1 suggests some changes to the “Key messages” section. I agree and the section has been 

rewritten:  

- Among students in secondary school, a majority reported some amount of SP in the last school year  

- One in four students in LSS and one in three students in USS reported high SP (defined as four or 

more SP episodes).  

- Gender, amount of absence, motivation, and education programme are important factors for high SP 

in secondary school.  

 

Introduction  
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R3 argues that the Introduction should start with background information, and that the purpose of the 

study should be presented at the end of this section. R3 also wants an explanation as to why I 

focused on secondary school students. R1 suggests modifying the Introduction so that the health 

aspect is indicated to be the main reason for this study. I agree with the referees and have followed 

their advice, and in addition I present two other reasons for the study:  

 

One reason for investigating SP in secondary schools is that experiencing several episodes of SP 

during the school years is a possible indicator for future ill health.12-16 Another reason is that SP 

reduces the capacity for work and can negatively influence the quality of work done at school.2 17-19 

A third reason is that attitudes are relatively consistent over time, and it is possible that attitudes 

towards absence and presence are something that might follow young people from school to the 

workplace.20-22 Using data from a study with 3120 students in Norwegian secondary school, this 

study poses two research questions: What is the distribution of SP among students in Norwegian 

secondary school? What characterizes students with high SP in Norwegian secondary schools?  

 

Methods  

R1 suggests that the sentence about response rate should be placed in the methods section, while 

the second sentence about representativeness should be deleted. I have followed this advice.  

 

R1 wants me to clarify the question on parents’ employment status, and what “vocational studies” and 

“general studies” mean. This has been done in the following manner:  

Parents’ employment status: Divided between students who have both parents that are working 

(reference category), and students who have one or both parents that are not working. In the case of 

students with only one living parent, the division is whether this parent works or not.  

A vocational studies program generally leads to a craft or journeyman’s certificate, usually after two 

years in school and one year of in-service training in an enterprise. A general studies programme 

takes three years and leads to general university admission certification.  

 

R3 asks about the contents of the questionnaires used in this study, the information letter and 

whether the survey was anonymous. I agree that this was not described well enough, and have added 

this information:  

The questionnaire was designed specifically for this research project. It included questions about 

school performance, generic skills, entrepreneurial skills, school motivation and effort, school 

absence, sickness presence, and some background variables. A pilot study was conducted to ensure 

that young respondents (15-18 years of age) understood all of the questions. The respondents used 

about 15 to 20 minutes to fill out the questionnaire.  

The information letter was provided to students, parents and teachers. It explained the purpose of the 

study (to investigate self-reported skills, motivation, absence and presence), and that it was voluntary 

to answer the survey. It also included contact information for the project leader, including e-mail 

address and telephone number. Students that decided not to answer the survey did other school 

work.  

All respondents were anonymous to the research team. Direct personal data were not collected, and 

none of the respondents could be identified through a combination of background information since 

few background variables were requested.  

 

R3 asks for references for the choice of independent variables, and also comments that some factors 

related to SP may be unique for secondary school students. I agree with these points and have given 

a short explanation of the choice of independent variables.  

The regression analyses in the Results section include eight independent variables. Some of them 

corresponded with studies about factors influencing SP in the adult population (gender, migratory 

status, parents’ education, and absence from school), 1-4 8-11 while other factors were unique for 

secondary school students (parents’ employment status, school performance, school motivation, and 
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education programme):  

 

R3 and R1 ask for more information about the participants’ characteristics. This information is 

provided in the Results section (see next page).  

 

Results  

R3 and R1 ask for more information about the participants’ characteristics, and R1 suggests a new 

Table 1 presenting descriptive statistics about the LSS and USS study populations. I have followed 

the advice from R1 and R3, and have provided a new Table 1 with these comments:  

The results section includes four tables. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics about the LSS and 

USS study populations. The students in LSS are 15-16 years of age and the students in USS are 17-

18 years old. The study populations were representative as regards the proportion of boys (52% in 

LSS and 50% in USS), proportion of natives (85% in LSS and 88 % in USS), and school performance 

(mean GPA of 3.9). Whilst the mean score for school motivation was the same for LSS and USS 

(3.2), there were more students with high absence from school in USS than LSS (38% in USS and 

25% in LSS).  

 

R1 and R3 have both commented on the mistake of “8-14 episodes” in Table 3 (old Table 2). I have 

changed this to “8-14 days”. As suggested by R1, I have also added a row indicating “OR (95% CI)” in 

Table 4 (old Table 3). I have also clarified that the regression analyses are multivariate, and I have 

commented on which factors are most influential.  

Table 4 shows odds ratios (OR) and p-values (*) from two multivariate logistic regression models of 

factors relevant to high SP. The results were adjusted for the other possible factors.  

 

R3 suggests that the multivariate regression analysis of long length of SP (defined as eight days or 

more SP) should be presented in the text. This has been done in Table 5.  

 

Discussion  

R1 suggests a discussion of why USS students would report more SP than LSS students, and also 

asks for a discussion of the possible reasons for why students in vocational studies reported more SP 

than those in general studies. R2 would like to see some comments on work conditions and 

attendance requirements, and R3 wants to know about distress for students related to the Norwegian 

educational system. A quite lengthy discussion is presented that tries to answer many of these points:  

The level of SP was higher in USS compared to LSS, and 24% of students in LSS and 33% of 

students in USS reported high SP (four SP episodes or more). A key reason for this result could be 

that the amount of absence is much more important in USS than LSS. There are three points to be 

made.  

First, previous studies have found that attendance requirements at work are strongly connected to 

SP,25 and attendance requirements are stricter in USS than LSS. For instance, if the teacher is in no 

position to make an academic judgment in a subject because of high absence, the student attains the 

grade 1 (very low competence). The grade 1 is a passing grade for subjects in LSS, while the 

students must attain the grade 2 to pass a subject in USS. 8% of students that started school in 2003 

were still registered in USS in 2008 due to the failure to pass one or more subjects.26  

Second, it is also well known that a high level of absence might negatively affect grades.27 If a 

student is not present, he or she might miss the explanation of crucial material, or miss homework 

and assignments, or fall behind and have a hard time catching up with the rest of the class. Grades 

from USS are often the main criteria to be admitted for further education at University/University 

College, and grades from USS are also important for future work applications.28 Grades do not 

matter in Norwegian LSS, since ‘all students complete LSS and are admitted to their choice of 

education programme in USS (grades are very seldom a criterion for admittance to education 

programmes in Norwegian USS).  

Third, the amount of absence is given in days and hours in the certificate for LSS and USS, and high 
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absence could lead to lower grades for order and conduct in both LSS and USS. While grades for 

order and conduct in LSS are unimportant when applying for further education or work, low grades for 

order and conduct from USS are very negative when applying for apprenticeships or work.  

In USS, students in vocational studies reported high SP more often than students in general 

education. This result could have to do with different working methods in vocational studies and 

academic studies (more group work and lab-work in vocational studies), and that shorter periods of 

work practice are obligatory in vocational studies.28 Another rationale for this result is that the 

registration of absence serves as a particular incentive to attend lessons for students in vocational 

studies. Absence may be seen as a central indicator of school engagement and ability to take 

responsibility, and a longitudinal study of 9000 students showed that low absence was the most 

important criterion when employers allocated apprenticeships for students in vocational studies.28 

Absence levels are also important for work applications, and students in vocational studies begin their 

working careers directly from USS, while students in general studies often plan for studies at 

University/University College before they are to write work applications.  

 

R2 wants me to comment on the cross-sectional design. I also changed some sentences that R1 

(‘competing explanations’) and R2 ("for one thing...") ask about  

This study had many strengths: the study included a representative sample of secondary schools (66 

schools); the sample of students was representative and quite large (3120 students); the response 

rate was very high (more than 80%); and the survey enabled simultaneous analyses of many 

variables of relevance to high SP.  

At the same time, the use of self-reported and cross-sectional data means that results from this study 

are tentative. First, the cross-sectional design means that it is not possible to trace causal 

relationships, and it is also difficult to have an in-depth discussion of the short- and long-term 

consequences of high SP for students. Second, there is uncertainty over the degree of variation 

between students in the threshold at which they report ‘should have taken sick leave’.  

have taken sick leave  

 

R1 asks about how the information can be used, while R2 would like to see comments on whether the 

causes and consequences of SP are likely to be the same for employees and students. I have 

commented briefly on these issues in the final paragraph.  

The main findings from the study among students in secondary schools were that some SP during a 

school year may be more common than no SP, and that one in four students in LSS and one in three 

students in USS reported high SP. This is potentially important information since previous studies 

among workers have found that frequent use of SP might influence the quality and quantity of work 

and may lead to future health problems. It is possible to think that frequent SP could have a negative 

impact on school performance and also cause future ill health, but longitudinal studies are needed to 

make conclusions about the consequences of high SP for students. Moreover, the study found that 

gender, absence from school, school motivation, and education programme were associated with 

high SP in secondary school. The next step in research about SP in secondary schools could be to 

learn more about the reasons for SP among various groups of students. It would be of interest to 

investigate whether reasons for SP in school are the same as reasons for SP in working life,11 29 

and whether it is positive reasons for SP (e.g. enjoy school) or neutral reasons for SP (e.g. do not 

want to burden classmates) or negative reasons for SP (e.g. pressure to have a low absence 

percentage) that matter most in secondary schools. 
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VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Halonen, Jaana 
Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 

REVIEW RETURNED 07-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The reviewer completed the checklist but made no further 
comments. 

 

REVIEWER Hirokawa, Kumi 
Baika Women's University, Nursing 

REVIEW RETURNED 13-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 1. Introduction: The structure of the introduction is significantly 
improved. Although the author provided good explanations of 
previous studies on sickness presence among workers, the 
statement of purpose for the present study is introduced rather 
abruptly. I suggest the author preface his statement of purpose with 
some explanations as to why he undertook this study – for example, 
the author notes that episodes of sickness presence in the 
workplace may be predictive of future ill health, and hence, be 
relevant to sickness presence in the workplace. Thus, the author 
aimed to investigate factors associated with the sickness presence 
at school, and the author had the hypotheses.  
 
2. Results: For example, “In LSS, there were statistically significant 
effects for ‘female’…,” and “In USS, there were statistically 
significant effects for ‘female’….” I think that “effects” should be 
changed to “associations.”  
 
3. Discussion: According to the results on the length of SP, student 
whose ‘parents with high education’ in LSS was positively 
associated with longer length of SP. In the discussion on page 7, the 
author describes that workers with less education reported more 
days of SP than those who were highly educated. Why did students 
whose parents with high education report longer length of SP? 
Could you add some explanation about this result? 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Introduction  

R3 suggests that I preface the statement of purpose of the study with some explanations as to why 

the study was carried out. This has been done in the following manner:  

 

Whilst there are several studies of SP among workers, no study has investigated the prevalence of 

SP among students in secondary schools. Still, there are some good reasons to expand the body of 

work on SP to also include students in secondary schools. One reason for investigating SP in 

secondary schools is that experiencing several episodes of SP during the school year could be a 

possible indicator for future ill health. This is similar to previous studies among workers that have 

shown that SP in the workplace may be predictive of future ill health.12-16 Another reason is that SP 

could reduce the capacity for work at school, and also negatively influence the quality of work done at 

school. This is similar to previous studies among workers that have shown that SP reduces work 

capacity.2 17-19 A third reason is that attitudes are relatively consistent over time, and it is possible 

that attitudes towards absence and presence are something that might follow young people from 
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school to the workplace.20-22  

 

Results  

R3 argues that “effects” should be changed to “associations”. I agree and have followed this advice.  

 

Discussion  

R3 wants me to comment on the finding that students whose parents with high education reported 

longer length of SP. I argue that the current study does not provide good explanations for findings on 

education (and also gender), but these results could be related to motivation and mastery at school. 

The new section is like this:  

 

Also, previous studies among workers indicated that those with less education reported more SP than 

those who were highly educated, whilst other studies find no such correlation.1 3 8 In lower 

secondary school, however, students whose ‘parents had high education’ was positively associated 

with longer length of SP. The current study does not provide good explanations for these findings on 

gender and education, but these results could be related to motivation and mastery at school. Being 

motivated and experiencing mastery are positive reasons for SP,11 and previous Norwegian studies 

have found that girls were more motivated and showed better mastery at secondary school compared 

to boys, and students with high educated parents were more motivated and experienced better school 

mastery than students who had parents with low educational attainment.24 30 

 

VERSION 3 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Hirokawa, Kumi 
Baika Women's University, Nursing 

REVIEW RETURNED 08-Aug-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The reviewer completed the checklist but made no further 
comments. 
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