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ABSTRACT

Obijectives: To determine the demographic characteristics of undergraduate medical and dental students with absenteeism
and to explore the factors contributing to absenteeism among undergraduate medical and dental students at JSMU, specif-
ically within SMC and SIOHS.

Material and Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted at Jinnah Sindh Medical University (JSMU), Karachi, from
September to October 2024. The sample size of 322 participants was calculated using a 50% prevalence rate, 5% margin
of error, and 95% confidence level. The study included medical and dental students from Sindh Medical College (SMC) and
Sindh Institute of Oral Health Sciences (SIOHS) who missed at least five lectures. A structured, closed-ended questionnaire
assessed demographic data and factors related to absenteeism. A pilot study validated the questionnaire with a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.761. Data was analyzed using SPSS (version 26).

Results: Of the 322 participants, 113 were male, and 209 were female. Absenteeism was most common in the 5-day range
(76.4%), with class schedule inconvenience and lack of assignment checks being statistically significant reasons for absen-
teeism (p < 0.05). Lack of motivation and long lecture durations were also reported as key factors.

Conclusion: Absenteeism is rising among health science students, with long lecture durations being the most significant
factor. Improving lecture quality, reducing duration, and teaching more student-centered could help improve attendance.
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INTRODUCTION

Absenteeism refers to the frequent missing of
classes without any valid reason related to education. The
absenteeism of students may negatively affect their ed-
ucation and their achievements because the classroom
environment provides better interaction of students with
teachers. Also, during the lecture, teachers share their
personal professional experience with students that can-
not be achieved by only reading the textbook. '

Students who attend classes properly have better
academic and clinical performances as compared to stu-
dents who miss classes and wards. It affects their moral
values. Moreover, students who skip classes continuously
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experience psychological problems such as depression or
Behavioral disorders and may also be indulging in violent
activities and bad habits. 2 Students™ achievements and
clinical performances are particularly important for medi-
cal and healthcare providers because they are concerned
with urgent decision-making in life-and-death matters. 2

According to Massingham and Herrington, stu-
dents skip classes more as they progress to seniors in
college. This behavior may be due to familiarity with the
curriculum, past experiences, or lifestyle modifications. *
Undergraduate medical education aims to produce phy-
sicians who have sufficient knowledge about health and
disease, better clinical skills, and a professional attitude
towards patients and their health. Therefore, students who
repeatedly miss classes and wards on examination per-
form poorly because they remain absent when the topic
is being covered. ®

The reasons for student absenteeism are different
from university to university, although the most common
reason originates from the institute itself. Various studies
evaluate the reasons for absenteeism. One of the prob-
lems mentioned by students was to prepare for tests or
tutorials, and mostly, the short attendance is found in the
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pre-examination period. ¢

Students claim that their interest in their field of
study has decreased as compared to the time of admis-
sion. 6 The tendency of students to be absent from classes
is a major problem for universities because it affects the
quality of education. & Faculty members and their boring
or traditional teaching methods are also an important fac-
tor in student absenteeism. ® '°® The relationship between
gender and absenteeism is also different from university
to university. The study conducted in a nursing college
shows no relationship between gender and absenteeism,
but in most of the studies, males are more frequently ab-
sent than females. "'

Sleep Deprivation, the burden of study and aca-
demic assignments, lack of interest in the subject, exces-
sive socialization, lower course grades, and social and
family issues are the other factors related to absenteeism.
121315 The feedback session from students should be man-
aged at regular intervals to know the possible causes of
absenteeism. '® The students of this era don't like tradi-
tional textbooks because they’ve more resources to gain
education. 7 For example, online self-learning resources
and the availability of recorded lectures have markedly
decreased classroom response during the past decade.
8 New teaching styles and motivations cause students to
attend the lectures. By changing the students’ perspec-
tive towards attendance, academic performance can be
improved. '®20

The absence of students from classes is a ma-
jor problem in higher education, particularly in the
healthcare profession, due to its damaging effect on
academic and clinical performance. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to gain insight into the reasons and contributing
factors that lead to absenteeism. Despite knowing this,
there lies a notable gap between the reason and fac-
tors that contribute to absenteeism in literature, especially
within the local context. This research will help bridge that
knowledge gap within the literature, which will prove bene-
ficial in the long run to help provide such interventions that
aim to decrease absenteeism among medical and den-
tal students. Ultimately, this will help medical and dental
students enhance their performances by modifying their
behavior regarding attendance and regulating a modified
learning environment.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

A Cross-sectional study was conducted at Jinnah
Sindh Medical University (JSMU), Sindh Medical Col-
lege (SMC), and Sindh Institute of Oral Health Sciences
(SIOHS) Karachi, Pakistan, from September 2024 till Oc-
tober 2024 after taking permission from the IRB of JSMU.

A sample size of 322 participants was calculated
by using the reputable online calculator provided by Open
Epi. 2' Criteria for inclusion was undergraduate medical
students (1-5 years) and dental students (1-4 years) of
JSMU (SMC and SIOHS) who were absent for five lectures

overall were included in the questionnaire. Both males
and females willing to participate belonging to any cast,
religion, creed, and socioeconomic status were included.
Students who were not willing to participate were exclud-
ed. Incomplete questionnaires were to be removed as part
of the protocol.

A structured, designed questionnaire composed of
closed-ended questions and consisting of two parts was
used to collect data. The first part deals with demographic
questions, for example, age, gender, institute, academic
year, etc., along with personal factors and aspects of the
learning environment related to absenteeism. * In the sec-
ond part, a 5-point Likert scale containing nine items was
used to measure students’ satisfaction level towards the
university’s medical and dental program.

Additionally, a pilot study was conducted on 10
study participants to check the validity of the questionnaire
and minimize the misinterpretation of questions. '? Data
from the pilot study were included in the final analysis.
Face validity was found to be excellent, and reliability was
calculated to be 0.761 Cronbach Alpha, which is interpret-
ed as good. The non-probability convenience sampling
technique was utilized to collect data. The questionnaire
was distributed among the students of JSSMU (SMC and
SIOHS) after informing them about the study purpose and
criteria and obtaining consent from them. Researchers
distributed a hard copy of the questionnaire among partic-
ipants before a lecture. Students were asked to spare 10
minutes for this activity in advance. Those who consented
to participate were given a hard copy of the questionnaire.
After filling in the questionnaires, they were returned to the
principal investigator.

Collected data was entered and analyzed through
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS version
26.0) to get a descriptive analysis of the participant’s gen-
der, number of absences in particular sessions, reasons
for absences, and satisfaction level in the university’s
medical and dental program. '

RESULTS

A total of 322 students from both institutes partic-
ipated in the study of whom 113 are male and 209 are
female with male to female ratio of 1:1.8. The number of
participants from SIOHS was 56 while from SMC were 266
and the distribution of participants from 1t year was 67,
from second year was 66, third-year 69, fourth year 67,
and fifth year was 53.

Table 1 shows that most students (76.4%) were
absent for 5 days, occurring 1-2 times during the aca-
demic year. A smaller group (14.3%) experienced less
frequent absences of 5-10 days, with absences occurring
3-4 times, while 9.3% of students had more severe absen-
teeism, missing 10-15 days and being absent 5 or more
times. This suggests that absenteeism is more common
in moderate durations and frequencies, with a small but
notable group experiencing extended absences.

Table 2: The data was checked for normalcy and
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found that it does not follow a normal distribution. We ap-
plied for a chi-square test to find out the most common
reasons for absenteeism. The results show a non-signifi-
cant association for several factors, such as the duration
of lectures, the ventilation of lecture halls, lack of interest
in the subject, and motivation to study. However, factors
like an inconvenient class schedule and the absence of
assignment checks show a statistically significant relation-
ship with student absenteeism (p < 0.05). Students from
both institutes report the inconvenience of class schedules
as a notable reason for their absences, with SMC students
particularly affected. Additionally, lack of self-discipline
also emerges as a significant factor influencing absentee-
ism. These findings suggest that institutional factors relat-
ed to academic management and personal discipline are
key contributors to students missing classes, while other
variables, such as peer pressure and time spent in the
canteen, show less impact.

DISCUSSION

Absenteeism is a widespread issue among stu-
dents globally, across various fields of study. Multiple
studies have examined absenteeism among medical stu-
dents, seeking to identify factors contributing to chronic
absence, to address manageable causes to improve at-
tendance. However, there is a lack of relevant literature
on this topic in dentistry. 8222 Most authors have defined
absenteeism as missing five or more lectures per semes-
ter. In recent years, absenteeism has gained significant
attention, affecting health science students equally. Uni-
versities are increasingly concerned about the quality
of graduates, as this can impact the overall standard of
healthcare across the country. 2

Table No 1: Shows the distribution of absentees according to
duration and frequency in the current academic year

Duration of Frequency of Frequency | Percent
Absence Absence
5 days 1-2 times 246 76.4%
5-10 days 3-4 times 46 14.3%
10-15 days 5> times 30 9.3%

Studies from Pakistan on absenteeism in medical
colleges/universities found that the most common reason
for absenteeism was “preparing for tests/exams,” while
others cited “inappropriate educational environment” and
“self-studying”. 2®¢ This contrasts with our findings, where
the most frequently reported reason among our popula-
tion was a “lack of motivation to study” (SIOHS = 38, SMC
= 196). Studies from India and Jammu and Kashmir have
reported similar findings, with the highest number of ab-
sences occurring during exam preparation periods. Other
reports pointed to “poor teaching skills of the instructors”
as a key factor. '® Additionally, one study highlighted a
gender difference in absenteeism, noting that male stu-
dents often missed lectures due to their lengthy lectures,
while female students most frequently cited health issues
as the primary reason for absence. * These findings differ
from our results.

In Middle Eastern countries, reasons for absentee-
ism vary significantly from those identified in our partici-
pants. The most common reason cited was “lack of sleep,”
while students from Iran reported the professor’'s mastery
of the subject as the primary motivation for attending lec-
tures. "8 12 A study from Tunisia found that students often
skipped lectures because they found them boring. Fur-
ther, certain characteristics were associated with chronic
absenteeism. gender (p = 0.015, males), year of study (p
= 0.0001, second-year students), and whether a student
was repeating a year (p = 0.002, repeater students). '° In
Cyprus, researchers investigating early burnout in medical
students found that unhappiness and low motivation were
key causes of absenteeism. 2

The medical profession, particularly the academic
phase, is demanding and requires significant dedication
and time. Students must absorb and retain a vast amount
of information to diagnose and treat diseases, which can
make the system feel monotonous. Additionally, courses
are often taught in a linear and highly structured manner,
further contributing to this issue. 2* As a result, absentee-
ism is becoming more prevalent among health science
students. ldentifying the reasons for low attendance in
lectures can help in finding solutions and supporting
struggling students. In our study, we found that the high-

Table No 2: The common reasons according to institute for absentees

Factors Institute Pearson Chi Asymptotic Signifi- | Fisher’s Exact Test
Square cance (2-sided) (2-sided)

The duration of lectures is quite long SIOHS: 34 SMC: 157 0.05* 0.815 0.882
There is a lack of motivation to study SIOHS: 38, SMC: 196 0.791 0.374 0.410
The lecture halls are ill ventilated SIOHS: 35, SMC: 189 1.598 0.206 0.206
The schedule of classes is inconvenient SIOHS: 29, SMC: 200 12.335 0.000 0.001
The teachers have poor presentation skill SIOHS: 26, SMC: 146 1.330 0.249 0.302
There is no checking of assignments SIOHS: 18, SMC: 158 13.867 0.000 0.000
You lack interest in the subject SIOHS: 26, SMC: 93 2.610 0.106 0.128
You lack self-discipline SIOHS: 29, SMC: 97 4.558 0.033 0.036
You like to spend more time in the canteen SIOHS: 14, SMC: 49 1.272 0.259 0.269
You get up late in the mornings SIOHS: 22, SMC: 85 1.120 0.290 0.349

*Value is significant up to p-value of 0.05, ** Value is significant up to p-value of 0.001
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est number of absences reported was five days, with 246
participants reporting this frequency, while 46 participants
took 5-10 days off multiple times throughout the semester.
The most significant factor affecting lecture attendance in
our sample was the “long duration of lectures” (p = 0.05).

To improve attendance, several measures can be
adopted, including shortening lecture durations and limit-
ing content coverage to avoid cognitive overload and loss
of interest. Additionally, training lecturers to make their
lectures more engaging and student-centered could help
keep students in class. #® Discussing clinical applications
and integrating subjects to cover topics more holistical-
ly may further enhance student engagement. Our study
found no significant difference in the reasons for absen-
teeism between medical and dental students. This com-
parison between the two student communities makes this
study the first of its kind. Collaboration with policymakers
and students to enhance the overall quality of education
and the learning environment may help address this per-
vasive issue.

This study has several limitations. The cross-sec-
tional design of the study can only capture one point in
time. This precludes the ability to establish causal relation-
ships between identified factors and absenteeism. Due to
its nature, convenience sampling may have introduced
selection bias, limiting the generalizability of the findings
as the sample may not entirely represent the broader stu-
dent population. The use of self-reported data predispos-
es to both recall and social desirability biases. Participants
may report or fail to report absenteeism or the reasons for
such, and the sample was targeted at students who had
missed five or more lectures, thus excluding participants
with less frequent absenteeism. Although a pilot study was
conducted to find out the validity of the questionnaire, a
small size for the pilot and its inclusion in the final analysis
could compromise the reliability of the findings altogether.

The study is conducted at a single institution, Jin-
nah Sindh Medical University (JSMU). The findings might
not be generalizable to other medical or dental schools
or different geographic regions. Future studies with larg-
er, more diverse samples and longitudinal designs would
help better understand the factors influencing absentee-
ism.

CONCLUSION

Absenteeism is the new emerging trend in the
health sector; students need to be curtailed at this early
stage. The commonest reason for this was the long dura-
tion of lectures, which could be further worked on by train-
ing the faculty members to improve the quality of the lec-
ture delivered and decreasing the duration of the lecture.
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