Department of

Education

www.education-ni.gov.uk

The Challenge of
Improving Pupil Attendance at School

CASE STUDIES PAPER

November 2018







Introduction

1. The Department of Education (DE) has been working with approximately 20 schools over
the past 12 months on the issue of attendance and how it can be improved at individual
school level. The schools were identified as those whose attendance had been circa 90%
for 5 years and which had high percentages of FSME children - they were therefore facing
a range of different challenges which impacted upon pupil attendance at school.

Queen's University Belfast

2. Queen's University Belfast (QUB) has been supporting the Department in the delivery
of its "Miss School = Miss Out Improving Pupil Attendance Strategy” published in
December 2016. As part of its research, QUB identified the following influencing factors:

o Individual characteristics of students

o Relationships with teachers

. Lack of parental support

. Environmental influences ie home/friends/local/social media
o Medical issues

o Lack of 'hope’ or ‘potential success’

3. The most common and important factor was seen as ‘Parents and their relationship with
child and school’ As part of its research, QUB showed evidence of the success of the
University of Pittsburgh's ‘Be There!" campaign which amongst other things, included
using “text" to ask if the family needed help, along with breakfast and before school
programmes and solving issues eg transport.

4. QUB researchers also developed the Miss School = Miss Out video which highlights
the impact of non-attendance at school, the underlying reasons for absence and where
children/young people can seek help or advice. DE has promoted this resource across
schools over the past number of years as well as developing a series of posters/flyers for
schools to share with parents and pupils.

5. We have been fortunate that QUB has continued to want to support schools in this
important area of work and as part of this programme. Professor Tony Gallagher (Dean of
Research), Dr Kathryn Higgins and Dr Julie-Ann Jordan have been involved throughout in
supporting schools to identify the common issues which their pupils have to deal with on
a daily basis and to consider what new or additional interventions might be possible if we
were to approach the issues differently.
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Key Interventions

6.  Participants have demonstrated a clear commitment in tackling the issue of poor pupil
attendance and have used a range of different approaches, suited to their own context.
These can be categorised as follows:

High aspirations for all/Incentives

° Use of notice boards in staffrooms and form rooms to reinforce attendance
messages.

. Monthly data shared amongst form teachers.

. Ensuring that teachers are aware of attendance policy including which attendance
codes to use.

° Breakfast clubs each morning; After school clubs/Homework clubs in the afternoon;
one school facilitated a "Before school sports programme”.

. Important to celebrate success, encourage and intervene early.

Clear attendance policies

o Attendance policy in place and is understood by all staff and pupils.

o Corridor posters - Miss School = Miss Out; attendance league tables
(on school notice board).

. School assemblies are typically used to show the link between attendance and

SUcCcCess.

Relationships at home

o The provision of a dedicated Home/School worker - parent engagement worker links
with parents prior to the need for Education Welfare Service (EWS) involvement.

. This was described by one school as a "nip-it-in-the-bud" intervention aimed at
building positive relationships with parents and child, support with routines and
linking families to other family support services.

. Home visits by attendance officer once a trigger figure is reached.

o Advice provided on sleeping patterns, energy drinks, online gaming.




Parental -in/en ment/understandin

. Use of social media channels to promote messages.

o Use of parent app provides up-to-date data and reports.

. Text sent to parents where child is missing in the morning.
. Nudge letters advising on attendance.

o Parent Report comments in respect of attendance and the golden figure of 95% is
streamlined to parents.

. Letters sent by one school highlights the number of lessons missed in English,
Maths, Science etc and the impact on results if poor attendance continues.

. Automated daily 'truancy calls’ informing parents of non-attendance.

. Traffic light system - in one school is displayed in every classroom and this is used
to traffic light individual attendance.

General attitude/behaviour/low self-esteem

. Recognising good attendance - award schemes for best attendance, most improved
attendance; class of year competition; competition between years; individual
rewards; eg in one school, a letter of praise was introduced for pupils who had
improved their attendance by 100%.

o ‘Pupil Voice' strategy created online. The pupils had the opportunity to share their
views on tackling poor attendance and celebrating excellent attendance.

. In one school, 3 Heads of Year identified 3 boys each = 9 boys to work with (85% to
9500 attendance).

. In another school, meetings are held with 5 pupils from each year group every
month with 86%-920% attendance and set targets which are reviewed the next
month.

Lessons Learnt (so far)
7. The following were identified by schools:

. Schools have learnt that more nuanced and graduated nudge letters seem to have
greater impact.

. A stronger message is required by courts in respect of attendance.
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. Whole-school buy-in is required in order to achieve maximum impact.

. More funding is required within schools to tackle emotional health/well-being
issues.

o Parents need to play their role in recognising the importance of good school
attendance.

o There are particular issues for some Section 75 groups, ie improving attendance for
Roma and traveller children can be particularly challenging therefore schools which
have high numbers of children from these groups can be particularly impacted.

Good Practice Case Studies

8.  Asa consequence of the work to date, ten schools have provided details of the range of
interventions that they have introduced and what lessons they have learned from these
initiatives. See case studies outlined at Annex A and some high-level data at Annex B.

9.  We hope that these case studies will be useful to other schools facing similar challenges.
We intend to continue to work with schools on this important issue.

ETl report on attendance in Schools -
Good Practice Report 2016 ("If you don't attend, you can't attain™)

10.  We also want to use this opportunity to remind readers of the work which ETl undertook
in 2016 with primary and post primary schools culminating in two reports in July 2016.
These came about following the Public Accounts Committee report on improving pupil
attendance' when ETI was commissioned by DE to undertake a good practice survey into
how schools are improving attendance:

a.  Part One: Attendance in Schools ETI Good Practice Report; and
b. Part Two: Attendance in Schools Introduction to the Case Studies

11.  As part of this work, there were 24 case studies of schools available which addressed
attendance effectively - 12 primary and 12 post-primary. These can be found at:
https://www.etini.qov.uk/articles/part-two-attendance-schools-case-studies

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/committees/2011-2016/public-accounts-committee/
reports-2011-2016/report-on-improving-pupil-attendance-follow-up-report/
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12. We highly recommend that you take time to read these reports from which we have
distilled the following important and complementary findings.

“The findings of this Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) survey

of attendance in schools confirm that there is no one tip which offers

a ‘quick fix" for poor attendance. The reality, in those schools that are
successful in improving attendance and raising standards, is that an
holistic approach, with determined leadership which creates a positive
culture for success and acts on all of the pieces of the attendance jigsaw,
is necessary for an effective solution.

Leadership, vision, ethos, culture, pastoral care, a relevant and adaptive
curriculum, careful consideration of the needs, interests and ability

of all of the learners, teaching which engenders engaged learning for
all learners, prompt responses to upward trends in absence data, close
engagement with parents, external agencies and others; all of these
pieces make up the jigsaw.

Underpinning the findings is the need for teachers and leaders to have a
research-informed understanding of the personal, social and emotional
reasons why and how learners learn and, more importantly, why and
how they may fail. The development of this understanding is necessary
right from initial teacher education and must be reinforced through
continuing professional learning and development. And, no matter how
well-informed or holistic, nothing works well forever, so evaluating the
impact of each action and making adjustments matters to a school’s
continued success. [Page 1]

2.  What works - a summary [Page 2-3]

Through the survey we identified four central elements which
evidentially lead to improved attendance and higher standards in
schools. Furthermore, we identify three effective actions which need
to be taken when low attendance is evident.

Although it is impossible to make a causal link between the strategies
outlined here, and improvements in academic attainment, the evidence
is that a relentless focus on promoting attendance can help to break the
cycle of deprivation and raise standards.




2.1 The four central elements

i. Leadership: means taking responsibility for prioritising good
attendance and building a culture which connects attendance
and attainment in the minds of staff, pupils and parents. A key
characteristic is a defined role for a senior member of staff,
sometimes a specific post of responsibility, to take the lead and link
with the local community, with parents, local social agencies and
businesses. In successful case studies, the governors take an active
part in constructing the school attendance policy and strategies,
holding those who take the lead to account and monitoring the
impact.

ii. Close educational engagement with parents: seeks to
raise awareness of the intrinsic link between attendance and
attainment, and especially the importance of building habits
of good attendance from the earliest years: both in early years
settings and in primary schooling. Inspection work by ETl in early
years settings affirms the importance of pre-school and nursery
providers placing an emphasis on establishing good habits of
attendance from the outset.

iii. Tailored education programmes: refers to the need to ensure
that young people experience the curriculum and teaching as
relevant to their needs, interests and learning styles as well as
addressing the barriers which they may experience as individuals.
Mentoring young people is cited by successful schools as a key
driver in raising attendance and attainment by reminding them of
the intrinsic value of learning.

iv. Strategic monitoring, reporting and evaluating: refers to a
clear strategy for closely monitoring relevant data and evaluating
and reporting on the effectiveness of actions taken to promote
improvement. In these case studies, evidence is collected
systematically; data on attendance is recorded accurately and
is linked to progress and attainment. For example, in terms of
qualitative data the measurement of the impact of mentoring with
the most vulnerable learners is a key feature of the most effective
practice.




2.2 The three effective actions

When closely-monitored attendance data indicates poor or falling
attendance, for individual or for groups, three effective actions need to
be taken:

i. Prompt and direct contact with individual parents: in the
effective case studies, schools take action on the first day of
absence and do not wait until absence drops to formal trigger
points. The personal contact with parents works best because it
establishes that the school knows the learner as an individual and
can guide the family or carer to appropriate support, if necessary.

ii. Early intervention of external support: early engagement with
external services initiates early intervention and provides bespoke
support as soon as poor attendance shows signs of becoming an
established pattern.

iii. Rewarding attendance and sanctions: rewarding good
attendance, both explicitly with the use of extrinsic rewards
(prizes, recognition and so on) alongside highlighting the intrinsic
motivation of success, is used along with being equally clear with
parents and carers about the sanctions available for absence”.

13.  Of particular note is the following:
“5. Tailored education programmes [Page 6]

5.1 Schools which have focused on the relationship between the
curriculum and teaching on attendance have found that: creating
a positive, happy, engaging learning ethos for learners; nurturing
the learner; providing a good education in the classroom, tailoring
better the curriculum to the needs of the pupils; including guest
speakers from business and industry in the school’s careers
education information and guidance (CEIAG) programme; building
the pupils own awareness of the importance of attendance and the
negative impact of their absence, are all strategies which make for
a more engaging curriculum and a climate for eager learning.




A stronger emphasis is placed on differentiated learning to

ensure that learning activities are better matched to the ability

of the learners who are succeeding in school and want to attend.
The high levels of activities make learning interesting, such as
educational visits to engage children, to give them more experience
of self-improvement and so that children do not want to miss out
on school.

11.  Summary [Page 13]

Although it is impossible to make a causal link between the strategies
outlined here and improvements in academic attainment, the evidence
is that a relentless focus on promoting attendance can help to break the
cycle of deprivation and raise standards.

The outcome of the ETl analysis indicates that those schools which adopt
an holistic approach, effect improvement best of all. Such schools do not
regard poor attendance as an inconveniently chronic and fundamentally
unfixable problem, but rather as a symptom that indicates that they are,
in some way, failing to meet the needs of all of the young people.

These school leaders take responsibility for prioritising good attendance
and building a culture which makes the intrinsic link between attendance
and attainment in the minds of staff, pupils and parents alike. They
review and revise the curriculum offered, and evaluate and improve
teaching to ensure that it is engaging for all learners, ensuring that they
want to come to school for fear of missing out.

They have a clear strategy for monitoring relevant data closely and
evaluating and reporting on the effectiveness of actions taken to
promote improvement. When attendance drops they act quickly,
engaging directly and immediately with parents, carers and intervene as
necessary with the help of the appropriate external agencies. And, while
they are clear with parents and carers about the sanctions available for
absence and do resort to extrinsic rewards, which recognise and prize
good attendance, they recognise that such strategies have a limited
value in the medium to long term"”.
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