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Children, Families and Education Select Committee 
 

Review Scoping Report – 2023/2024 
 
Persistent Absenteeism: Statutory School Age Children in 
Hillingdon 
 

1. OBJECTIVES 
  
Aim of review 
  
Following its meeting on 15 November 2023, the Select Committee agreed as its major 
review to consider the issue of attendance/ persistent absence of statutory school age 
children in Hillingdon, and how this has been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This document serves as an introduction to the topic of persistent absenteeism and 
sets out in general terms the context within local government, the objectives, the 
challenges and offers a framework for any subsequent review. 
 
It is intended that the review will support the work of the Attendance Support service 
in helping to shape it ways of working, identifying areas of weakness and how overall 
engagement with key stakeholders can be improved.  
 
Terms of Reference 
 
The following Terms of Reference are suggested for the review, subject to any 
changes agreed by the Committee: 

1. To identify the prevalence and patterns of persistent absenteeism in statutory 
school age children in Hillingdon 

2. To explore the root causes and contributing factors of persistent absenteeism 
in statutory school age children in Hillingdon 

3. To consider the impact of persistent absenteeism on academic outcomes on 
statutory school age children in Hillingdon 

4. To understand and explore the nature of partnership working in relation to 
persistent absenteeism in statutory school age children in Hillingdon 
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5. To review the effectiveness of existing interventions and policies in place for 
children and families struggling with absenteeism in Hillingdon 

6. To explore the measures in place for child protection and safeguarding in 
relation to attendance 

7. Subject to the Committee’s findings, to make any conclusions, propose actions, 
service and policy recommendations to the decision-making Cabinet 
 

2. BACKGROUND 
 
Attendance Support team  
 
The Attendance Support team currently consists of eight officers.  
 
Context and key information  
 
Government statistics have shown that COVID-19 and its aftermath has had a 
damaging effect on school attendance, which has lasted longer than originally 
anticipated.  
 
The rate of absence in schools in England has increased significantly since the 
pandemic. The most recent full-year statistics (which cover the 2021/22 academic 
year) showed an overall absence rate of 7.6%, up from around 4–5% pre-pandemic. 
Within this, 5.5% of missed sessions were authorised absences and 2.1% were 
unauthorised. Authorised illness was the main driver, at 4.4%, (whilst unauthorised 
holiday absences sat at 0.4%). 22.5% of pupils were persistently absent, which is 
around double the pre-pandemic rate, and 1.7% of all pupils were severely absent 
compared to less than 1% pre-pandemic. 
 
Prior to the impact of the pandemic, absence and persistent absence had been 
gradually declining since 2010, but there is no sign of a return to this trajectory. Being 
in school is important to every child’s achievement, wellbeing, and wider development. 
Evidence shows that the pupils with the highest attendance throughout their time in 
school gain the best GCSE and A-Level results. Research found that pupils who 
performed better both at the end of primary and secondary school missed fewer days 
than those who didn’t perform as well.   
 
In 2019, primary school children in Key Stage 2 who didn’t achieve the expected 
standard in reading, writing and maths missed on average four more days per school 
year than those whose performance exceeded the expected standard. Similarly, in the 
same year, secondary school pupils who didn’t achieve grade 9 to 4 in English and 
maths missed on average 10 or more days over the key stage than those who 
achieved grade 9 to 5 in both English and maths. 
 
Parents and carers have a legal duty to ensure their child gets a full time-education. 
Usually, that means going into school from the age of 5 to 16. There are only a small 
number of circumstances where missing a school day is permitted. A child must attend 
every day that their school is open, unless:  
 

• They are too ill to attend.  
• Permission has been given by the school in advance for the child to be 

absent on a specific day due to exceptional circumstances.   
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• A child cannot go to school on a specific day because they are observing a 
religious event. 

 
Relevant Legislation   
 

 The Education Act 1996 

 The Children Act 1989 

 The Education and Inspections Act 2006 

 The Education (Pupil Registration) (England) Regulations 2006 

 The Education (Parenting Contracts and Parenting Orders) (England) 

Regulations 2007 

 The Education (Penalty Notices) (England) Regulations 2007 

 
External issues and risks  
 
Persistent absenteeism can be impacted by a range of factors and challenges, 
including: 
 

 Health Issues: 
o Chronic Illness: Children with long-term health conditions may face 

difficulties attending school regularly. 

o Mental Health: Mental health issues, including anxiety and depression, 

can contribute to school avoidance. 

 Socioeconomic Factors: 

o Poverty: Families facing financial challenges may struggle to provide 

basic necessities, impacting a child's ability to attend school 

consistently. 

o Housing Instability: Frequent relocations and unstable housing 

situations can disrupt a child's education. 

 Family Dynamics: 

o Parental Involvement: Lack of parental engagement or interest in a 

child's education can contribute to absenteeism. 

o Family Issues: Family conflicts, such as divorce or domestic violence, 

can impact a child's well-being and school attendance. 

 School Environment: 

o Bullying: Instances of bullying or harassment at school may lead to a 

child avoiding attendance. 

o School Culture: Unsupportive or unwelcoming school environments 

can negatively affect student engagement. 

 Academic Challenges: 

o Learning Disabilities: Undiagnosed or unaddressed learning 

difficulties can lead to frustration and avoidance of school. 

o Lack of Relevance: Students may disengage if they find the 

curriculum irrelevant or not challenging enough. 

 Transportation Issues: 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/444
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2006/1751/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2007/1869/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2007/1869/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2007/1867/contents/made
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o Lack of Transportation: Limited access to reliable transportation can 

hinder regular school attendance. 

 Peer Influence: 

o Peer Pressure: Negative peer influence or the desire to fit in may 

contribute to absenteeism. 

 Communication Barriers: 

o Language: Language barriers, particularly in families with limited 

English proficiency, can hinder communication between parents and 

schools. 

 
Current data, best practice and research  
 

Attendance in Hillingdon 
 
The graph below shows Hillingdon’s Statutory School Age attendance rates 
during the last academic year (22/23) compared to those nationally. Data for 
statistical neighbours was not available to at the time of writing (Nov 2023).  

  

 
Data: Department for Education Aug 23 

 
The data shows that whilst Hillingdon’s overall attendance and rate of 
unauthorised absence is broadly in line with figures recorded nationally, our 
rate of persistent absence is higher. A child who only attends school for 90% or 
less of the time is classed as a persistent absentee. 
 
As we are at the start of the new academic year, there is limited data on 
attendance available. However, we are able to compare Hillingdon’s rates of 
attendance and unauthorised absence with national figures. 
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Data: Department for Education 9 Oct 23 

 
The data shows Hillingdon’s overall attendance and rate of unauthorised 
absence remains broadly in line with figures recorded nationally. Whilst we are 
unable yet to compare our rate of persistent absenteeism, the figure above 
demonstrates an improvement on that recorded last year which is positive. 

 
Further data and research will be identified as the review progresses. 
 
Plan moving forward  
 
In May 2022, the DfE published new guidance for attendance in schools ‘Working 
together to improve school attendance’ which came into effect from September 2022. 
Broadly speaking, it highlighted: 
 

• Improving attendance is everyone’s business. Attendance is never ‘solved’ and 
is part of a continuous process. 

• The law entitles every child of compulsory school age to an efficient, full-time 
education suitable to their age, aptitude, and any special educational need they 
may have. It is the legal responsibility of every parent or carer to make sure 
their child receives that education either by attendance at a school or by 
education otherwise than at a school.   

• Where parents decide to have their child registered at school, they have an 
additional legal duty to ensure their child attends that school regularly.  

 
Moving forward, the expectations of schools and local authorities have changed 
considerably. Under the new guidance, all schools are now expected to:   
 

• Develop and maintain a whole school culture that promotes the benefits of high 
attendance.   

• Have a clear school attendance policy which all staff, pupils and parents 
understand.   

• Accurately complete admission and attendance registers and have effective 
day to day processes in place to follow-up absence.   

• Regularly monitor and analyse attendance and absence data to identify pupils 
or cohorts that require support with their attendance and put effective strategies 
in place.   
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• Build strong relationships with families, listen to and understand barriers to 
attendance and work with families to remove them.   

• Share information and work collaboratively with other schools in the area, local 
authorities, and other partners when absence is at risk of becoming persistent 
or severe.   

 
Local authorities are now expected to: 
 

• Provide all schools with a named contact in the Attendance Support Team. This 
includes independent and specialist settings.   

• Create networking opportunities to share effective practice  
• Hold termly targeted support meetings with all schools  
• Be part of multi-agency efforts to improve attendance borough-wide with 

schools and other partner agencies 
• Provide formal support to schools, including parenting contracts and education 

supervision orders   
• Initiate legal action including penalty notices, parenting orders and prosecution. 

 
In Hillingdon, we have already begun much of this work, and we have extensive plans 
for the academic year ahead. To date, we have: 
 

• Rebranded our Participation service to Attendance Support 
• Developed a new practice model to meet the revised guidelines from the DfE 

for allocated officers to use when conducting their termly meetings with schools. 
These meetings will focus on overall attendance and persistent and severe 
absence, as well having a greater emphasis on the attendance of vulnerable 
cohorts and those children placed on part-time timetables or in alternative 
provisions 

• Published revised guidance on attendance for all schools 
• Published revised guidance on the use of part-time timetables 
• Published revised guidance on alternative provision 
• Successfully delivered a series of webinars and provided training and resources 

to all schools in the borough to support with the implementation of the Working 
Together to Improve Attendance guidance for this academic year   

• Created a more robust system to track and process unauthorised exceptional 
leave 

• Engaged with the parents/carers of pupils that had one day of absence in the 
first week of term in the last academic year or pupils where they have been 
previously recorded as persistent or severely absent to encourage parents to 
prepare them for the start of the new term 

• Created and shared an attendance self-evaluation form for schools to utilise 
• Taken part in refresher training with legal colleagues in the use of Education 

Supervision Orders. 
 
Over the coming year we have plans to: 
 

• Publish a revised borough-wide protocol for the use of penalty notices 
• Devise a three-year strategy for improving school attendance which utilises the 

support of statutory partners 
• Work more closely with colleagues in the Virtual School to promote the 

importance of attendance of all children with a social worker 
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• Improve communication and advice with schools via virtual drop-in clinics for 
schools to attend to discuss any concerns regarding attendance. These clinics 
will be held fortnightly 

• Invest in our Attendance Support service by providing increased training 
opportunities in key issues affecting attendance, such as Emotional Based 
School Avoidance (EBSA), working with children who have suffered complex 
trauma and working with families who have had negative experiences of 
education 

• Develop attendance hubs in parts of the borough or with clusters of schools 
which may be struggling with particular aspects of attendance and to promote 
the sharing of good practice. 

 
Executive Responsibilities 
 
The Cabinet Member responsible is Councillor Susan O’Brien, Cabinet Member for 
Children, Families and Education.  
 

3. EVIDENCE & ENQUIRY  
 
Lines of Enquiry 
 
Lines of enquiry can be expanded as the review progresses or included in relevant 
witness session reports. However, lines of enquiry may include: 
 

 Establishing the historical background of persistent absenteeism in statutory 

school age children in Hillingdon.  
 A focus on children and young people and how they have found the service in 

practice.  

 Exploring what support functions are in place and whether these can be 
improved.  

 The nature of partnership working and how it is combined in practice.  
 
Potential witnesses 
 
Witnesses will be identified by the Committee in consultation with relevant officers. 
 
Surveys, site-visits or other fact-finding events 
 
Such opportunities will be identified as the review progresses. A possible survey of 
suppliers will be considered to provide useful feedback and evidence for the 
Committee. 
 
Future information that may be required 
 
Further information may be identified as the review progresses. 
 

4. REVIEW PLANNING & TIMETABLE  
 
Proposed timeframe and milestones for the review: 
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Meeting Date Action Purpose/ theme Witnesses/ officers 
attending 

TBC Agree Scoping 
Report  

Information and 
analysis 

Democratic Services/ 
Committee  

TBC Witness 
Session 1 

Setting the scene  Officers  

TBC Witness 
Session 2 

The voice of providers  Schools?  

TBC Witness 
Session 3 

The voice of young 
people 

Young people/ 
parents/ carers? 

TBC De-brief and 
emerging 
findings 

To discuss key findings 
and identify potential 
recommendations 

 

TBC Approval of 
draft final 
report 

Proposals – agree 
recommendations and 
final draft report to 
Cabinet 

 

  
Resource requirements  
 
None. 
 
Equalities impact 
 
None.  
 
Background Papers/ further reading 
 

 Briefing Paper: Statutory School Age Attendance in Hillingdon 

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-
school-attendance  

 Persistent absence for unauthorised other reasons: who is at risk? - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk) 

 Persistent absence and support for disadvantaged pupils - Education 
Committee (parliament.uk) 

 Securing good attendance and tackling persistent absence - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk) 

 
Appendices  
 
App A – TBC 
App B – TBC 
App C – TBC 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/persistent-absence-for-unauthorised-other-reasons-who-is-at-risk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/persistent-absence-for-unauthorised-other-reasons-who-is-at-risk
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5803/cmselect/cmeduc/970/report.html
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5803/cmselect/cmeduc/970/report.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/securing-good-attendance-and-tackling-persistent-absence/securing-good-attendance-and-tackling-persistent-absence
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/securing-good-attendance-and-tackling-persistent-absence/securing-good-attendance-and-tackling-persistent-absence

