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The reasons for persistent absence are complex and often sensitive.
School culture, interpersonal relationships and home circumstances
are all factors that can help or hinder.

Many schools who deal well with persistent absence have a
comprehensive approach to promoting good attendance in general.
A lot of the basic principles are the same, but there are some
specifics that are particularly important when it comes to persistent
absence.

With the right framework in place, you can take some big steps
towards addressing it.

Introduction
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It takes just 3 days of absence each half term to average 
90% attendance across the year.

Explaining it to parents and pupils in these terms can make it 
easier to digest and recognise the impact of asbence.

The Absence Rule of 3
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Set Clear Expectations and 
Communicate Them

Get the Right People in Place

Listen to, Support and Challenge Parents 
When Necessary

Maintain Procedures Diligently

Analyse Trends to Catch Problems Early
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Promoting good attendance starts
when a child first attends school. It
may sound simple, but encouraging
pupils to attend from the off lays a
solid foundation for future
attendance. Make sure pupils and
parents know what’s expected of
them.

For primary schools, this begins in
Nursery. It can be easy to ignore
attendance for non-statutory age
children, and in some schools this
information is monitored sparingly or
not at all. But habitual poor attendance
sets parents’ expectations low and
creates a potential barrier to
attendance when a child reaches 
compulsory school age.

“We heard from school
leaders about the

importance of ‘overt
messaging’, ‘straight

talking’ and ‘spelling it
out’. We see the

effectiveness of this
approach time and time

again in our inspections.” 

Set Clear Expectations
and Communicate Them
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Ofsted, Securing good attendance
and tackling persistent absence,

February 2022



Communicating expectations with parents
The foundations for good communication with parents are trust and honesty. It’s
important to build a positive relationship with parents and establish trust so that 
when you have to have difficult conversations, parents are more likely to accept 
what you have to say.

Schools that promote good attendance well tend to have very clear messages 
about their expectations. And they communicate these expectations directly 
and plainly with parents.

Setting expectations with parents alone isn’t enough. Pupils need to understand what’s
expected of them; this is particularly important in secondary schools. Part of that is
creating a positive relationship between school leaders and pupils.

For example, Ofsted have highlighted schools whose leaders greet pupils at the 
start of the day. Having a positive interaction with pupils as they arrive (and not being
someone who just admonishes them about uniform or being late) helps build that
relationship.

Explaining to pupils why good attendance is important is key. They need to understand
the link between good attendance, achievement and how that impacts their future,
whether that’s by the results they get or their attitude to being part of a community.

Communicating expectations with pupils
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Listen to, Support and
Challenge Parents 

When Necessary

As stated before, there are often complex reasons behind persistent absence. So
empathy is key when approaching these conversations with parents.

There could be sensitive barriers preventing attendance. A child may be anxious or
refuse to go, there could be financial issues preventing them from getting to school,
the child could be a young carer.

Listening to parents and helping them address any underlying concerns will help you
reach agreement over what can be done about the problem. It might be that you plan a
phased return with a nervous child, or that they use a different entrance rather than
the busy school gates. When you understand the reason behind absence, you can
support a family as they work towards good attendance.

Of course, there will be occasions when you have to challenge parents. It could be the
parents’ attitude – for example, they may not have enjoyed school and don’t see the
necessity to be there every day. Or they may think that 90% is a good figure. While that
may be the case in a test, for attendance it means one day missed a fortnight.

Parents can also respond defensively to being told their child’s attendance isn’t where
it should be. But as you work with them, you can shift the emphasis by rewarding good
attendance, which may already be part of your school’s culture.
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Above, we mentioned the importance of school leaders building positive relationships
with parents and pupils. Promoting good attendance should be a key part of the
school’s culture, which means it’s important that all staff know their role in contributing
to this.

Your school may have an attendance officer who takes ownership of policies and
monitoring attendance. It may be that they’re the best person to start a conversation
with parents. Or it might be less intimidating if that initial contact comes from a
classroom teacher or tutor (if it’s caught early enough). Making sure staff know how to
handle these conversations if and when called upon is key.

It’s also been noted that having a consistent person to help a pupil deal with their
concerns can make a huge difference. Someone they can build trust with, or someone
they already have a good relationship with, whether that’s a member of the teaching
staff, school leadership or another pastoral figure.

Get the Right People in Place

“Comprehensive pastoral support, where staff have roles
dedicated to pupils’ well-being, including attendance, is often a

key factor in improving attendance.”
Ofsted, Securing good attendance and tackling

persistent absence, February 2022
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The first step to addressing persistent
absence is tracking and monitoring
attendance, so you can identify pupils
at risk of becoming persistently
absent, or those who already are.
Identifying pupils at risk early means
you can take meaningful action earlier
and potentially avoid escalation into
more intensive interventions.

“All schools record pupils’ attendance, but
not all use this information well to target

their actions. Systematic analysis of
attendance information is very

important.” 

Analyse Trends to Catch
Problems Early
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Ofsted, Securing good attendance and tackling
persistent absence, February 2022

A lack of analysis leading to a lack of
ability to spot patterns
A lack of a coherent strategy
A lack of urgency about
intervention, for example only
waiting until a pupil’s attendance
drops below 90% to intervene.

Keeping a close eye on patterns of
absence helps you ask the right
questions to get to the underlying
reason for absence. Do pupils always
miss a day when they have a particular
lesson? Are they always late on a
Monday morning?

Ofsted has said there are some common
themes among schools who are deemed
inadequate when it comes to
attendance. These include:



Each school’s approach to attendance is different. There’s a lack of evidence concerning
the most effective strategies for tackling persistent absence, but it seems reasonable to
conclude that combining strategies and interventions that you find most effective at
your school will likely produce the best results. What’s certainly clear is that schools
who promote good attendance effectively have coherent and comprehensive
approaches, even if their methods differ.

Tackling persistent absence is not an overnight fix. It requires time, commitment and
patience. And that doesn’t go away after a problem is addressed. It takes careful
attention to make sure problems don’t recur, or that problems with other pupils aren’t
missed. Having an effective strategy for monitoring attendance is again crucial in this
respect.

Schools that deal well with persistent absence also tend to be schools that have
comprehensive processes in place to support good attendance generally. They then go
out of their way to give time to any pupils having difficulties with persistent absence.

Maintain Procedures Diligently

This resource has been compiled by Studybugs to help schools with their
approach to persistent absence and promoting good attendance. If you’d like to

discuss implementing a strategy with Studybugs, send us a message at
support@studybugs.com
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Conclusion
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