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School Absenteeism in SLE Tough to Sort Out
B Y  C O L I N  N E L S O N

Contributing Writer

B O S T O N —  Current assessment tools
aimed at capturing quality of life infor-
mation on children with systemic lupus
erythematosus (SLE) may be consider-
ably off the mark, according to prelimi-
nary findings from a cross-sectional study
of school absenteeism.

Having lupus may be a pretext to take
the day off. Or the instruments that gauge
an individual’s disease activity may be too
crude to quantify the nuances of physical
and emotional health that go into the de-
cision to keep a child home from school,
said L. Nandini Moorthy, M.D., chief of
the division of pediatric rheumatology at

Robert Wood Johnson Medical School in
New Brunswick, N.J.

Dr. Moorthy and associates studied 24
SLE patients (average age 15/grade 9) using
child and parent versions of four standard
scales of disease and quality of life, as well
a new scale called SMILEY, which re-
searchers are currently testing in pediatric
SLE. Dr. Moorthy reported the findings in
a poster during the annual meeting of the
Federation of Clinical Immunology Soci-
eties (FOCIS).

They found that over the previous 30
days, 10 of 24 children missed an average
of 3 days of school. On an average of 3 of
the previous 30 days, children were “too
ill to play” and also “needed someone.”

Missed school days moderately corre-
lated with parents’ perception of their chil-
dren’s quality of life (Pediatric Quality of
Life Inventory), but did not correlate with
any of the child-reported scores. There was
little correlation between school absence
and lupus disease activity and damage.

“This is a preliminary study,” Dr. Moor-
thy noted. The cohort is small, while the
range and duration of disease activity was
broad. The next step is to expand the co-
hort. 

“We need to tease out what missing
school really means to [these children],
what it means to get good grades versus
bad grades.”

And then, she said, the study will “get
at the root of ” school absence in children
living with a debilitating disease. ■

Short-Term

Outcomes Good

In Pediatric SLE

B O S T O N — Children with systemic lu-
pus erythematosus appear to have favor-
able outcomes, at least in the short term,
according to findings of an Israel-based
study.

Yosef Uziel, M.D., of Meir Hospital in
Kfar-Saba, Israel, and colleagues, retro-
spectively analyzed the records of all pe-
diatric patients with SLE in an Israeli na-
tional registry of children with rheumatic
diseases.

They presented their findings on 102
children who were followed for the first 5
years of their disease in a poster session at
the annual meeting of the Federation of
Clinical Immunological Societies in
Boston.

On average, the patients were 13 years
old at the time of diagnosis; 81% were fe-
male. Initially, 41% had renal involvement;
7% central nervous system problems; 94%
hematologic abnormalities; 49% malar
rashes; 21% oral or nasal ulcerations; 45%
musculoskeletal disorders; and 16% serosi-
tis. Their initial mean SLE disease activi-
ty index (SLEDAI) score was 17.2.

At the time of their diagnosis, 80% of
the children received prescriptions for cor-
ticosteroids. Nineteen percent received
immunosuppressive drugs.

Five-year data were available on 44 of
the children. Of these, 73% were on cor-
ticosteroids, and 38% were on immuno-
suppressive drugs.

The mean SLEDAI score dropped pre-
cipitously to 8.2 a year after diagnosis, and
disease scores remained relatively stable,
falling to a mean of 6.7 at 5 years.

Use of immunosuppressives consistent-
ly increased between the 1- and 5-year
marks.

According to Dr. Uziel, some children
took immunosuppressives as steroid-spar-
ing agents, others for severe organ in-
volvement, including lung, kidney, and
central nervous system problems. Five
patients developed chronic renal failure.
One died.

—Colin Nelson
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