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1. School Attendance Problems 
(SAPs) in Essen, Germany: Barriers to 
treatment access & within the
treatment process
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Essen, Germany

• Part of the “Ruhrgebiet”, the largest 
urban area in Germany

• “Deindustrialization”: Many 
communities with high 
unemployment rates, social 
problems, poverty,…



LVR-Clinic Essen 

Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 

Psychosomatics, and Psychotherapy, University of

Duisburg-Essen, Germany

Highway A40: The “social equator” of the Ruhrgebiet
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First phase of chronification

Educational 
Authority & 

regulatory agency

Second phase of chronification

Barriers to treatment: Systems level

Schools: Slow
detection & 

communication of
SAPs

Parents: Helpless-
ness, lack of

control, distrust

Youth Welfare

Health Office
Child & Adolescent

Psychiatry

School Psychology

Pediatricians:
Deliver sick notes

carelessly

Justice
(Courts, Police,..)

?

- School dropout in Essen 2017: 8,7% (Germany: 6,9%, Caritas, 

2019)

- “Hard to reach” families with limited resources, schools 
with high numbers of socially disadvantaged youth

- Late detection of SAPs and initiation of contact to the 
youth/health care system

- Responsibilities unclear: SAP=issue for schools? Youth 
welfare? Psychiatry?  SAP as a “hot potato”

- Lack of information about excused SAPs
- Educational Authority & Regulatory Agency: Slow 

processing of regulatory offense procedures 
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Barriers within the treatment: Outpatients

Waiting time for the first contact: 6-8 weeks

Long waiting time for the parallel implementation of non-
psychiatric interventions

Limited own resources for outpatient treatment

Waiting time between first contact and intake: 2-4 months, in 
the meantime only limited support

Waiting time for treatment in private practice: up to 6 months

Systems level

Youth Welfare Health Office

School Psychology
Justice

(Courts, Police,..)

?

Treatment level

Schools Parents

Pediatricians

Private 
Practice

Outpatient unit

Inpatient/
daycare

unit:
Intake, treatment
plan, treatment,

discharge
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Systems level

Youth Welfare Health Office

School Psychology
Justice

(Courts, Police,..)

?

Treatment level

Barriers within the treatment: Daycare & 
inpatients Schools Parents

PediatriciansIntake fails: Patients afraid of the ward or not motivated

Discontinuity (new outpatient therapist); waiting time until 
first contact: 6-8 weeks

Treatment abortion: Incompliance, homesickness, mismatch 
between patients’ expectations and treatment plan

Private 
Practice

Non-psychiatric interventions for post-treatment not 
implemented at discharge

Not enough preparation: school re-entry fails

Not enough treatment modules for the whole SAP spectrum
Outpatient unit

Inpatient/
daycare

unit:
Intake, treatment
plan, treatment,

discharge
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2. Systems level: Establishment 
of effective pathways & 
structures for SAPs
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Municipal advisory board for SAPs

• Members: Youth Welfare, School & Community 

Administration, School Psychology, Child & Adolescent 

Psychiatry,…

• Development of a guideline for SAPs, available at 

https://www.essen.de/schulvermeidung

• Information for schools & educational authority: 

Monitoring of SA, early reactions to SAPs, fast processing 

of regulatory offense procedures

• SAP-specific pathways through the youth/health care 

system are explained

• SAP-workshops for teachers & pediatricians: 

Psychosomatic complaints, sick notes,…

https://www.essen.de/schulvermeidung


LVR-Clinic Essen 

Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 

Psychosomatics, and Psychotherapy, University of

Duisburg-Essen, Germany

Counselling center for SAPs

Schools Parents

Youth Welfare Health Office

Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry

School Psychology

Pediatricians

Justice
(Courts, Police,..)

?

• Tasks: Clearing; paving the way through the 

youth/health care system; harm reduction

• Therapist, pedagogue, teacher…

- explore SAP-relevant factors

- develop an ”action plan” & first steps    

towards resumption of regular school 

attendance

- nominate a case manager/institution 

according to the nature of the SAP

- support the transition to the case 

manager/institution
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3. Treatment level: Implementation 
of adaptive interventions & smooth 
transitions
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Specialized SAP outpatient unit (Knollmann et al., 2009)

- Psychiatric exploration & SAP-specific psychological testing
- Psychoeducation & counselling: Monitoring of school 

attendance, contingency management,…
- Treatment framework, e.g. Plan A: Gradual resumption of 

school attendance; Plan B: Inpatient treatment

Until intake or during outpatient treatment:
- Hospital school
- Outreach team: Everyday structure and activities, 

accompaniment to school, preparation for intake

- Initiation of non-psychiatric interventions
- Cooperation with private practice: Reduced waiting time

Systems level

Treatment level

Private 
Practice

- First contact 2-4 weeks after referral

SAP inpatient/
daycare

unit

SAP outpatient unit
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Specialized daycare & inpatient unit for SAPs

- Intake: Standardized management of separation anxiety
- Development of a joint problem model and treatment plan
- SAP-specific, multi-modular, & multi-professional treatment 

manual, including motivational interviewing (Reissner et al., 

2019)

- Cooperation with network partners (e.g., youth welfare), 
installation of post-treatment support

- Preparation & implementation of gradual reintegration into 
school

- Follow-up-contacts: Relapse prevention, booster sessions
- Support from the outreach team if necessary
- Hospital school until the transition to new school if 

necessary

Systems level

Treatment level

Private 
Practice

SAP outpatient unit

SAP inpatient/
daycare

unit
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Hospital school:      
Ruhrlandschule



LVR-Clinic Essen 

Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 

Psychosomatics, and Psychotherapy, University of

Duisburg-Essen, Germany

Modular Manual for youth with SAPs & 
psychiatric disorders

- Developed during EU-funded project 

“Integration of youth and young adults 

into school and work”

- Multi-professional modules for SAP-

”syndromes”: Interventions on the 

“problem”-level

- RCT: Effective increasement of SA, but 

only superior to TAU regarding 

reduction of depressive symptoms 
(Reissner et al., 2015)
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4. Summary & future directions
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Summary
• Youth with SAPs are prone to system-immanent 

chronification and disorder-immanent treatment abortion

• SAPs need local solutions, involving all relevant actors

• Systems level: 

- Increased awareness of SAPs

- Defined pathways & clear responsibilities

- Cooperation between all systems involved

• Treatment level: 

- SAP-specific interventions and structures

- Measures against treatment abortion

- Prompt transitions & personal continuity

- Multi-modular & multi-professional approach

Systems level

Treatment level

Private 
Practice

SAP inpatient/
daycare

unit

SAP outpatient unit
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Perspectives
• Implementation of School Attendance Teams:

- Early detection of emerging SAPs using the Inventory of 
School Attendance Problems (ISAP, Knollmann et al., 2019)

- Adaption of the treatment modules for school-based 
tier 2 interventions

• Implementation of inpatient schema therapy: 

- Further reduction of treatment abortion 

- Fostering therapy compliance and effectiveness for 
youth with “complicated” SAPs

• Cooperation across borders: 

- Comparing SAPs in border regions in the Netherlands 
and in Germany

Tier 3

Intensive

Interventions

Tier 2

Targeted Interventions

Tier 1

Universal Interventions

(Kearney & Graczyk, Child and Youth Care Forum, 2014)
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Dr. M. Knollmann, Dipl.-Psych.

Thank you for 
your attention!


