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SCHOOL ATTENDANCE: POLICY STATEMENT AND GUIDANCE
INTRODUCTION

“Children who do not attend school regularly are much more likely to leave school with few or no qualification and they are more likely to be drawn into crime and anti-social behaviour.  Parents are responsible, by law, for ensuring that their child receives full-time education that is suitable to their age, ability and aptitude.  Nevertheless, each day around 450,000 of the 6.7 million pupils in state maintained schools in England miss school, equivalent to 13 days per year each.  These pupils could fill 816 average-sized primary schools plus 252 average secondary schools” (Audit Commission 2005)
For the school year 2005/06, Northumberland ranked 85th out of 150 English Local Authorities in terms of its school attendance.  During this period, Northumberland children missed 837,000 sessions at school (DfES 2006).

The link between persistent absence from school and poor educational attainment is well known.  “In 2003, on average, three quarters of pupils in schools with absence levels of below 6.5% achieved 5 A*-Cs at GCSE.  In schools where absence was slightly higher – between 7.5% and 8.5% - the number of pupils achieve 5 A*-Cs fell to little more than half.” (DfES 2006)

There is also evidence of a link between absence from school and crime.  As an example, a study carried out by the Audit Commission on young people and crime, found that 42% of young people who were sentenced in court had been excluded from school and a further 23% were truanting significantly.  (Audit Commission 2005)
POLICY STATEMENT

The County Council believes that achieving a high level of attendance at school is vitally important for the attainment, life chances and employment prospects of our young people.  It is also crucial to the delivery of all five ECM outcomes:
· Being healthy.

· Staying Safe.
· Enjoying and Achieving.
· Making a positive contribution
· Achieving economic well being

In order to fulfil its responsibility to meet targets and achieve the highest possible levels of school attendance the County Council will:-
· Comply with legislation, DCSF guidance and best practice guidelines.

· Use measures to enforce school attendance in appropriate cases.

· Encourage best practice through training and awareness raising.

· Ensure that services (Education Welfare Service, Education Other Than at School, Education Support for Looked after Children, Travellers Education Service, Parent Support Partners, staff of the Integrated FACT teams, Children’s Centres and extended schools work together with schools so that there is consistency of implementation across the County.
· Develop and promote innovative approaches to tackle poor attendance.

GUIDANCE

1.
School Attendance and the Law

1.1 All children of compulsory school age (5-16) should receive suitable education, either by regular attendance at school or otherwise.  If a child is registered at school, parents have primary responsibility for ensuring that their child attends regularly.

1.2
Recording Attendance and Absence

Under the Education (Pupil Registration) (England) Regulations 2006, the governing body is responsible for making sure that two registers are kept, one for admissions and one for attendance.  An admission register is the school’s roll.  It must give details of every pupil currently at the school including their full name, date of birth and the name and address of at least one parent or guardian in case of emergency.  The attendance register has to be called at the start of each morning session and once during each afternoon session and must show whether each pupil registered at the school is present, attending an approved education activity such as a school trip or absent.  The attendance register must indicate whether the absence of a pupil of compulsory school age was authorised or unauthorised.  Since all absences are to be treated as unauthorised unless and until schools agree on a satisfactory explanation, it is clearly important that schools have procedures, consistently applied, for following up and, if necessary, challenging explanations and amending registers.

Absence can only be authorised by a headteacher or another member of the teaching staff, who is acting with the Head’s authority.  Even when parents telephone or submit a note explaining absence, the school is not obliged to authorise the absence until they are satisfied that the excuse given by the parent is valid.  The reasons for absence should be recorded and parents should be made aware that excuses such as birthdays, shopping, looking after siblings, etc., are not acceptable reasons for authorised absence.  All absences which appear doubtful or spurious must be challenged and the absence recorded as unauthorised unless there is a genuine reason, consistent with DCSF absence codes, for the absence.

Poor timekeeping by pupils can disrupt educational achievement and may lead to serious attendance problems.  Registers should be kept open for a maximum of thirty minutes after the beginning of registration and arrival after the closure of the register should be recorded as an unauthorised absence.  However, systems must be in place to ensure that there is clear indication about who is on and not on the school premises should there be an emergency.

1.3 If a pupil of compulsory school age fails to attend school regularly, the County Council can issue a penalty notice or prosecute the parent unless the parent can show that:-
· The pupil was absent with leave agreed by school staff.

· The pupil was ill or prevented from attending by any unavoidable




    course.

· The absence was on a day exclusively set aside for religious


   observance by the religious body to which the parent belongs.

· The pupil’s parents are travellers.

· The school is not within walking distance of the child’s home and the County Council has made no suitable arrangements for -

· The child’s transport to and from school
· Boarding accommodation at or near the school
· Enabling the child to attend a school nearer the home (walking distance as defined by the Education Act 1996)


On conviction, the offence carries a fine up to a maximum of £1,000 per parent for each absent child and in “aggravated” offences the fine rises to a maximum of £2,500 and a prison term not exceeding three months.    The same penalty applies to convictions for parents who fail to comply with the School Attendance Order.   In addition, magistrates may impose a custodial sentence on the parents and/or impose a parenting order.

1.4 The Local Authority is also empowered to issue notices to the parents of pupils who do not attend school regularly.  This provides parents with an opportunity to pay a penalty fine instead of being prosecuted for the offence.  The amount of the penalty is £50 if paid within 28 days rising to £100 if paid within 28 to 42 days.  Parents who fail to pay the penalty fine are prosecuted for the original offence.

1.5 Authorised absence may only be granted by the headteacher or his/her representative and cannot be authorised by parents.    Where absence is authorised, the County Council has no power to enforce attendance through the courts.

1.6
The Education (Pupil Registration) Regulations 2006 (Section 8) provides details of the circumstances under which pupils may be removed from a school roll (see Appendix 1).    Enquiries that  have taken place in authorities around the country following  the death or disappearance of a child, have highlighted the crucial role which school registration plays in the monitoring and tracking of children in need and those at risk of significant harm.    It is extremely important that pupils are not removed from the school register except in the circumstances listed in the regulations and that schools actively consult with the Education Welfare Officer or an Officer of the County Council, if there is any doubt whatsoever as to an individual child’s whereabouts or safety.  (See also Children Missing from Education).
1.7
Headteachers are rightly concerned at the level of absence caused by parents removing their children from school for the purpose of a holiday in term time.  There is no obligation place on a headteacher to authorise such holidays and a growing number of schools are now moving towards a “zero tolerance” of this category of absence.  There is County Council guidance on this matter (March 2007) and many schools (and partnerships) have adopted their own policies based on the model policy.


The extract from the most recent Regulations is given below together with brief guidance on absence categories relating to holidays in term time.

Under the Education (Pupil Registration) (England) Regulations 2006 headteachers may grant up to ten school days authorised absence for the purpose of family holidays during term time.


Save in exceptional circumstances a parent shall not be granted more than ten school days leave of absence in any school year.  It is for headteachers to determine if the request is reasonable.  Each request can only be judged on a case by case basis and we expect that headteachers will use their discretion sparingly.  Headteachers should not fetter their discretion by applying policies (for example, blanket bans) which might suggest that each application has not been considered on its individual merits.  (DfES – 2004). 

· If the school does not agree the absence and the pupil goes on holiday, the absence should be categorised as unauthorised.  The school should then write to the parent to give a warning that further formal action would be taken if this were to happen again.  The Education Welfare Service should also be notified.

· If parents keep a child away from school longer than was originally agreed, any extra time should be recorded as unauthorised.  The school should then write to the parent to give a warning that further formal action would be taken if this were to happen again.  The Education Welfare Service should also be notified.
· School should only, exceptionally, agree absence of more than ten school days in a school not regard ten days as the norm.

1.8
Certain pupils are at particular risk of disaffection and attendance difficulties and DCSF has identified the following:-

· Those with special educational needs.

· Children in the care of local authorities.

· Minority ethnic children.

· Travellers

· Young carers

· Those from families under stress.

· Pregnant schoolgirls and teenage mothers.

On a regular basis, schools work with the Support services dedicated to the above groups in order to ensure that their individual circumstances do not jeopardize their attendance at school and levels of attainment, (please contact your Education Welfare office or local FACT Team if you are unsure about the services available).
2.
Attendance in Northumberland
2.1
In common with all local authorities in England, Northumberland has been set a school absence target (authorised and unauthorised absence) based on an 8% reduction of the 2002/03 figure, culminating in a target of 6.27% for 2007/08.

	
	2002/03
	2003/04
	2004/05
	2005/06
	2006/07
	2007/08

	TARGET
	6.82
	6.85
	6.71
	6.56
	6.42
	6.27

	ACTUAL
	6.82
	6.86
	6.52
	6.85
	
	


2.2
Absence (expressed as a % of half days missed) in schools in England rose slightly in 2005/06 when compared with the figures for 2004/05.

	
	2004/05
	2005/06

	
	Authorised
	Unauthorised
	Total
	Authorised
	Unauthorised
	Total

	All schools
	5.67
	0.78
	6.44
	5.89
	0.79
	6.68

	Primary
	5.00
	0.43
	5.43
	5.30
	0.46
	5.76

	Secondary
	6.58
	1.23
	7.81
	6.70
	1.22
	7.92


The national figures are also reflected locally with Northumberland showing a rise in absence during 2005/06.

	
	2004/05
	2005/06

	
	Authorised
	Unauthorised
	Total
	Authorised
	Unauthorised
	Total

	All schools
	6.13
	0.39
	6.52
	6.36
	0.48
	6.85

	Primary
	5.22
	0.19
	5.41
	5.50
	0.26
	5.76

	Secondary
	6.62
	0.50
	7.12
	6.81
	0.60
	7.41


2.3
Schools must now set “absence targets” for future years at intervals prescribed by DfES – The Education (School Attendance Targets) (England) Regulations 2005.  School level targets should then contribute to and inform the local authority absence targets.  (See appendix 5 for further detail).

to the latest national statistics on attendance supplied by the DfES for the school year 2001/02, Northumberland performs better than the average for LEAs in England.

2.4 Attendance Statistics
Attendance data is collected from schools on a regular basis by both DCSF and by the local authority via the school census.  This is an important piece of work and there is a genuine need for this data:-

· For the DCSF to gain a strategic overview of school attendance on a national basis, examine regional and individual local authority trends in order that national strategies can be informed.

· For the Local Authority to have up-to-date information on school attendance by individual school and phase group.

· To provide sufficient data for targeting resources towards those schools with attendance difficulties.
· To provide schools with accurate comparative data to inform their own strategies.
· To assist individual schools in their own targets.

APPENDIX 1
1.
DEVELOPING A WHOLE SCHOOL ATTENDANCE POLICY
Achieving high levels of attendance at school involves all the key partners in the education process.    An attendance policy should describe what is expected to happen throughout the school in any given circumstances.     Policies may vary from school to school but this policy will need to reflect the nature of the school, and its existing procedures and organisation.   All policies should, however, have three main functions:

· To reconcile external requirements and legislation with the ethos and character of the school.
· To reinforce the values of the school.
· To ensure consistency amongst staff.
The four key elements in the Whole School Policy should be:-
1.1
Philosophy

· Ownership by governors.

· The value placed on working in partnership with parents, pupils and staff to ensure high levels of attendance and thereby provide the best possible educational experience for the child.

· Statement of how the school ethos relates to the promotion of good attendance and punctuality.

· How the policy meets with other school policies.

1.2
Principles
· Describing how the school will work with pupils and parents to encourage good attendance.

· Describing what the school will do about a pupil’s irregular attendance.

1.3
Procedure
· Expectations of parents, pupils and staff.

· Who will do what, where and when and how this will be recorded.

· The role of Home - School Agreements.

· When Education Welfare Officer will become involved.

· Arrangements for first day contact.

1.4
Performance

· How the policy will be monitored.

· Timescales for improvement.

· How the effectiveness of particular strategies will be measured.

· Evaluation and review of the policy.

APPENDIX 2
HOW TO FIND OUT MORE
There are numerous documents available from the DCSF which support good practice in school – www.dfes.gov.uk/schoolattendance is a useful website with links to many documents relating to attendance issues.  Five such documents can be found as appendices to this policy and provide examples of the help that is available.
· Sample School Action Plan – this framework could be adapted to fit the circumstances of a particular school.

· Framework for a Whole School Policy on Attendance.

· Advice and Guidance to Schools and Local Authorities on Managing Pupil Attendance – general advice, definitions and links to other websites.
· Effective Attendance Practice in Schools – an overview of good practice.

· Effective Attendance Practices in Schools and Advice for Governors – a short guide for school governors.

APPENDIX 3
FIRST DAY CONTACT
Many schools in Northumberland now use a system of first day contact for absent pupils.    Telephone contact on the first day of absence sends a very clear message to pupils and parents about the value which the school places on attendance.  A consistently applied first day contact system can significantly improve attendance levels within schools and works by:

· Raising awareness of the importance of full attendance
· Addressing attendance difficulties at the earliest stage
· Improving home school links
· Letting parents and pupils know that they will be missed
· Alerting parents who may be unaware that the child is truanting
· Promoting enhanced standards of communication within schools
· Reducing the numbers of short-term absentees, thereby reducing rates of unauthorised absence
· Encouraging early contact from parents.

APPENDIX 4
LA SUPPORT FOR SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

1
Education Welfare Service
All schools have a named Education Welfare Officer and in cases where the schools feel that their own input has not achieved the required change, then a referral to the Education Welfare Service should be made.
The level of support/contact that the Education Welfare Service will maintain with the school will vary.  A high school with relatively high levels of unauthorised absence will require considerably more EWO support when compared with a small first school, whose unauthorised absence rate remains at zero.    Every effort is also made to ensure that relevant data (the most recent absence figures and free school meal eligibility) reflects the level of time given by the EWO to the school.  However, all schools should be confident that when unauthorised absence emerges and they have exhausted their own in-school systems of tackling the absence, then the Education Welfare Officer will be available for consultation and, where necessary, receive the referral and undertake a home visit.

When school staff refer a case to the Education Welfare Officer, it is important that the EWO is provided with as much information as possible before contact is made with the family.   For instance, the EWO would need to know of any unusual family circumstances, mental health issues or a history of violence which would make an unaccompanied home visit unsafe.    Following the home visit the EWO will make an initial assessment with a view to the pupil returning to the school as quickly as possible.   The overall aim would be to re-establish and reinforce the home school relationship and schools should ensure that arrangements are made in order that the pupil is received back into the school in a positive and welcoming way.

In keeping with the principles of the Children Act 1989, the EWO will endeavour to work in partnership with the parent/carer to address the issues which are preventing the child from attending school.   If the problem cannot be addressed through focused and short-term casework, a referral may be made to other statutory or voluntary agencies and the school would be informed of any such progress.
The Education Welfare Service works closely with the Children’s Services Directorate and work is currently being undertaken to establish integrated teams comprising education welfare officers, social workers and health staff.  Social work colleagues become more directly involved with families where wider ‘child in need’ or child protection issues are identified.

‘Fast Track’ case management systems are used where attendance at 85% or less is identified and school staff and the education welfare officer feels that there are no reasons to delay formal action.  This will follow the ‘fast track’ case procedure of a meeting in school with parents where an attendance target will be set and a parenting contract offered.  Failure to meet the target (without reasonable cause) a penalty notice will be issued and there the penalty is not paid, then a prosecution takes place.

(See Appendix 3 for referral details and other matters relating to the Education Welfare Service)

2.
Truancy Watch Operations
Under the provisions of The 1998 Crime and Disorder Act, education, welfare officers and police officers can arrange ‘truancy watch’ operations in designated areas.  Whilst recognising that Northumberland does not experience the levels of disaffection and anti-social behaviour experience in the more urban authorities, truancy watch operations do take place in the County, usually within the time slots suggested by DCSF.  Where schools are able to identify a particular location and time which would merit such action, the Service will always attempt to respond and engage with police colleagues.

3.
Setting School Level Absence
The Education (School Attendance Targets) (England) Regulations 2005 require all schools to set absence targets (an overall figure comprising authorised and unauthorised absence).  The school level absence targets inform the LA targets which are also statutorily required.

The DCSF has identified certain groups of schools as having attendance “difficulties”.

· Schools that were 20% or more above the median in both 2002/03 and 2003/04.

· Schools that were above the median (but less than 20% above) in both 2002/03 and 2003/04.

It is, of course, recognised that a number of schools in these categories have small rolls (certainly by national standards) and that a major episode of absence by one or two pupils can have an adverse effect on the total absence figure and consequently make target setting difficult.

· During the school year 2006/07 (but drawing on absence data from 2005/06) DCSF introduced the concept of “Persistent Absence”.  The current definition of a “Persistent Absence Pupil” is a pupil with 52 or more sessions absent in half terms 1-4.  A “Persistent Absence Priority School” is a school with 80or more “Persistent Absence Pupils” and those pupils represent at least 10% of the pupil population in half terms 1-4.

(In the DCSF consultation on absent target setting, “Persistent Absence Pupils” were referred to as an additional element of target setting.  As yet, there is no further information on this matter available from DCSF).

4.
Behaviour and Attendance Consultants

Improvements in Behaviour and Attendance will impact not only on standards and inclusion but also in the quality of the day to day experiences for pupils and staff and requires comprehensive whole school actions.  The Behaviour and Attendance strategy builds upon the existing range of school self evaluation and improvement activities.  Behaviour and Attendance Consultants can support schools as follows:
· Through the development of effective policies and practice and provide a range of strategies to encourage good attendance.

· Devising a ‘tailor-made’ Continuous Professional Development Programme with senior leadership teams.

· Reviewing Attendance Policy / Targets / Attendance RAG in conjunction with EWO’s.

· Run trebly Behaviour and Attendance network meetings to share key messages / updates, both local and national, and good practice.

5.
Northumberland Youth Service
The Northumberland Youth Service is located in each of the School Partnership areas.  Youth Workers have a close working relationship with teachers and can offer support in working with identified young people both through one to one sessions during the school day or through involving them in out of school opportunities both on and off the school site.   The informal personal and social development provided by the Youth Service includes residential work, outdoor activities, youth arts projects, summer holiday projects etc.   Many of these opportunities target young people who are disadvantaged, vulnerable or disengaged.   Through the positive experience of their involvement in Youth Work Projects young people develop their confidence, self-esteem and motivation and often can be re-engaged into mainstream education.

APPENDIX 5
VULNERABLE GROUPS
1
Young People Looked After by the Local Authority
The Education Support Team for Looked After Children (ESLAC) works closely with education welfare officers, social workers and designated teachers to address any attendance difficulties of looked after children at an early stage.

The relatively small numbers of looked after children can create significant annual variance in the overall attendance of this group but in all cases, the ultimate aim is for the child to be integrated and supported in the appropriate school or alternative provision.

2.
Children from Travelling Families

There is clear evidence that children from travelling families are at a high risk of failing to attend school regularly.    Although the law recognises the special position of traveller families with regard to school attendance, every effort should be made to ensure that travellers’ children attend as regularly as possible.    Indeed, there is a CYPP target aimed at reducing the gap between the authorised absence of travellers’ children and that of other children.  The Traveller Education Service may be able to provide extra support for travellers’ children and provide training for school staff.

3.
Pregnant Schoolgirls and Teenage Parents

Teenagers who become parents should not lose the opportunity for completing their education.    Girls who become pregnant should remain in education during pregnancy unless personal or medical circumstances make other arrangements necessary.    As part of Northumberland’s Teenage Pregnancy Strategy a Reintegration Officer is in post who can advise schools on these issues and ensure that those pupils who cannot attend school continue to receive a suitable education programme.

4.
Children Missing From Education

From time to time, children who are absent from school become children ‘missing from education’.  This is a particularly serious situation and has potential dangers for the young person as has been shown in a number of high profile cases that have occurred in recent years.

The authority has adopted clear procedures that must be followed when a child is missing.  The ‘Guidance on Children Missing or at Risk of Going Missing’ (December 2005) should always be consulted on such matters.
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