Solving the post-
pandemic school
attendance crisis

Mental health issues, term time holidays
and lack of impactful government guidance
causing rise in post-Covid school absences;
better use of data and reporting are helping
schools find solutions.
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FOREWORD

School attendance has become a serious
national problem.

The facts are stark and deeply troubling. In
the academic year 2018/19, ahead of the
pandemic, absence at primary schools was
4.0% and at secondary schools was 5.5%".
When ‘normal’ attendance figures resumed
in 2022/23 the corresponding rates were
6.0% and 9.3%".

Well over a quarter of secondary pupils were
persistently absent, missing more than 10%

of their possible sessions, up from 13.7%
in 2018/19. In state-funded special schools
nearly 40% of pupils were persistently absent
compared to 29% four years earlier.

It's well known that poor attendance has
an impact on pupils’ attainment but hidden
by official statistics was a worrying further
example of this broken social contract. Whilst
the grades of pupils taking exams were
indeed back in line with pre-pandemic levels,
data published by the exams regulator Ofqual
does not include pupils who hadn't actually

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england-2018-t0-2019

2 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-attendance-in-

schools/2023-week-29

taken any qualifications®. More pupils than
ever weren't entered, simply didnt show up
for their GCSE exams in 2023 or made only a
perfunctory effort on their papers. Previously
this would have been unthinkable. There are
now thousands more young people than
normal with very few, or no qualifications.

We've spoken to many schools, trusts and
other stakeholders and surveyed hundreds
more in researching this report. Attendance
leads were remarkably consistent in
identifying the current issues, which
resonated very clearly with the findings from
the survey. They also agreed closely about
what might work and what won't.

For example, there's general agreement
that the damage done by the pandemic to
children's mental health and well-being, the
relationships between schools and parents
and the overall culture of school attendance
will take years to fix. However, there's also
consensus that there is no single silver bullet
for the problem. Increasing fines by £20 for
example, as the government has announced
recently, is probably unlikely to make much
difference. Instead, our research indicates
that investment in supporting children’s
mental health is likely to be much more
beneficial.

As a deputy headteacher some years
ago, | suddenly found myself in charge of
attendance following a difficult and bruising
inspection.

Some parents simply didnt care very much
whether their child attended or not. Others
were trying their very best under difficult

circumstances. | recall one mother asking to
meet me to get permission to take her son
out of school for a week’s holiday, contrary
to our zero-tolerance policy. When she told
me she just about had enough money to
take him to the caravan park on the edge of
town but only during school time, it taught
me a salutary lesson on how much poverty
impacted some of our community. | also
remember how furious our chair of governors
was when they received an amber warning
letter about their own daughter’s attendance.
The Public First report identified this as an
‘Other People's Children’ challenge” : where
absence rates were high it was all down to
other parents and nothing to do with them.

Gradually attendance improved. There
was no single thing that worked; it was a
combination of marginal gains from setting
priorities, tireless attention to making sure
we had complete, accurate attendance data,
changing culture with pupils and parents and
support, lots of support.

Staff in schools do amazing work to
encourage and support their pupils to
attend well. They are united by the common
problems they face, their pragmatism, their
dedication and their recognition that on
their own, schools can only make so much
difference. What will make a real difference
over time will be the dedication of schools
and trusts in rebuilding relationships,
restoring confidence, raising expectations
and using their management information
systems and resulting data in increasingly
innovative ways.

Duncan Baldwin, consultant for the Confederation of School Trusts, and former headteacher.

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/guide-to-gcse-results-for-england-summer-2023

4 https://www.publicfirst.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/ATTENDANCE-REPORT-V02.pdf
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SUMMARY

Research was conducted among 498
schools between 26" and 30" April 2024
by Management Information System
(MIS) provider Bromcom Computers in
partnership with Schoolzone, to discover
the current trends in rising school
absences.

Bromcom also interviewed a range of
schools and trusts including attendance
officers in primary and secondary schools,
to form this whitepaper.

During the interviews, schools spoke
honestly about the significant and evolving
challenges they are facing, and the ways
in which they believe they need to be
supported over the coming months and
years to help tackle attendance.

In this whitepaper, we will discuss the issues that have impacted school
attendanceinrecent years, how they have evolved, and the current and potential
impact on teaching and learning. We'll also explore how technology, particularly
MIS, can further support this critical issue in our schools.

Expect to find:

A deep dive into the research commissioned by Bromcom on school attendance
post pandemic, including:

Pupil mental health

The shifting relationship between parents and carers and schools

School and local organisation collaboration

Primary and secondary school use cases and insight into the above factor
impacting school attendance

The benefits and support provided by management information systems
How management information systems can further support school
attendance

Key takeaways

70%

68%

84%

99%

74%

Survey results highlighted that 70% of
schools have seen absences increase
over the past two years, post pandemic.

of schools surveyed saw an increase
in absence due to holidays taken in
term time.

of schools have seen an increase in
absence due to mental health issues
such as anxiety.

agree that more access to mental
health support for students would
have a positive impact on attendance.

of schools agree or significantly agree
that their MIS provides the reporting
tools and data to help track and
manage student attendance.



Message from
Bromcom's CEO

While many presumed and hoped that school attendance levels would

recover from the impact of the pandemic, the scale of absences at primary
and secondary schools today shows this is not the case. Schools are not
convinced that the DfE's guidance will deliver the desired impact, and it is clear
parents’ attitudes have also shifted.

This whitepaper shines a spotlight on the factors that continue to impact
school attendance since the first Covid-19 lockdown, when we saw schools
close their doors and pivot to online. It shares real world experiences from
primary and secondary schools and presents evidence that technology is
helping the education sector to navigate these evolving challenges.

We believe technology plays a crucial role in helping schools to tackle the
persistent and growing problem of absence. Our survey results reveal that
74% of schools agree or significantly agree that their MIS provides the
reporting tools and data to help track and manage student attendance. And
in interviews with MATs and schools, the message came through loud and
clear that the features offered by a modern MIS like Bromcom are critical

in providing insights to staff that inform meaningful strategies to improve
student attendance.

An effective, cloud-based MIS allows for better management of resources,
improved academic outcomes, and increased satisfaction among students,
parents, and staff.

FROM THE
CEO




SECTION 1

PUPILS — AN “EPIDEMIC IN ABSENCE DUETO
MENTAL HEALTH AND ANXIETY"

. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

Have you seen an increase or decrease in the past two years in absence due to mental health issues,

such as anxiety?

The schools and trusts we spoke to
described an “epidemic in absence due to
mental health and anxiety”. Of the secondary
schools in our survey, 92% reported a slight
or significant increase in absence due to
mental health issues over the last two years,
with primaries reporting an increase of 76%.
Schools have limited capacity to deal with
this but the support services they need are
now universally under-resourced, often with
very long waiting lists. Schools then find
themselves trying to take on intervention
and support with pupils and families, going
well beyond what they would normally do.

Our survey found that 59% of schools agree
that more access to mental health support

for students would have a significant
positive impact on attendance.

Schools recognise that there will be
genuine cases of pupils with anxiety, but
they are not qualified to tell if it's genuine.
A parent asking for a GP appointment may
get a telephone discussion if they are lucky;
overstretched GPs themselves may then
find it more expedient to offer a diagnosis
of anxiety. Where parents struggle to get an
appointment, they often simply keep their
child off school.

Some colleagues felt that the root cause
of the problem was actually a lack of
resilience rather than anxiety per se.

They pointed out that Year 10 and 11
pupils in particular missed out on much
of the activity they would normally have
experienced, starting with transition and
induction arrangements. As a result, there
were often increased behaviour problems
too, including suspensions. Routines had
not been properly embedded from the
start and more pupils than previously were
finding socialisation difficult.

Many pupils with SEN, particularly ASD,
thrived on remote learning during lockdown.
There were no noisy classrooms, they were
in a familiar environment, they did not have
to deal with distractions from other pupils
and the online methodology meant they
could focus on their teachers. Coming back
to schools has been much more difficult
for some pupils with SEN than their peers.
Schools are now seeing an explosion in ASD
and ADHD challenges. In one of the schools
we spoke to, applications jumped from
around five to 80 in just one year. This was
felt to be helpful in some ways as it meant
parents were really thinking about their
children’s needs, but the impact on a school
and the practicalities around managing this
level of need are very challenging.

Identifying and prioritising those
that need support

Leigh Academies Trust! is one of the
largest multi-academy trusts in the UK with
32 primary, secondary, and special schools
across Kent, Medway, and South East
London.

Although the Trust's average attendance is
now above the national average, it has had
to navigate several challenges to improve
the attendance of its 25,000+ students.
Like many other MATs and schools across
the UK, the leading cause of the Trust's

How much of a positive impact do you think it
would make if there was a policy to provide more
access to mental health support for students?

attendance problems post-Covid was an
increase in mental health issues among its
students.

“There are far more absences related
to mental health than anything else, like
term time holidays and the other typical
causes of absences,” says Elaine Harper,
Head of Systems and Integration at Leigh
Academies Trust.

“Of course, over the last 18 months we
have seen that the economic situation has
compounded the absence problem. We're
providing our academies with robust data
to arm and inform them, which helps. But

1 https://bromncom.com/case-study/attendance-management-leigh
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attendance profiles have always been
stubborn, even before Covid, and when it
comes to improving attendance, you're
reliant on the student and their parents
buying in.

According to Sam Curties, Leigh Academies
Trust's Data Manager, a data-driven
approach to attendance management can
provide useful insights to support those
that can action real change.

“With Bromcom MIS, we've been able to
help pastoral teams identify students that
need their support and prioritise those that
need it the most,” said Sam. “Each student’s
attendance builds up inside a mark sheet
automatically, creating a highly accurate
attendance record that requires no data
input or data management by the teachers
themselves. We are providing staff with
the information they need that they can
take forward and implement in the most
effective way.”

Some of the strategies which are beginning
to make a difference focussed on students
who were fjust below the radar’. These are
studentswhohadjusttriggeredthethreshold
for persistent absence, but the schools felt
the situation was retrievable. What worked
best were direct, factual conversations with
pupils about their attendance, such as: “If
you had attended two more days then you
wouldn't have been classed as PA last term.
This half term you need to make sure you
attend at least 36 days.” Breaking it down
into manageable chunks for students to
understand their attendance really helped.
The use of percentages for attendance
may be unhelpful, parents can sometimes
erroneously equate 80% attendance with
80% on an assessment, believing both to be
quite good. It can help considerably to point
out this means their child is missing a day
every week, or the equivalent of missing an
entire school year of secondary education.

Recording through MIS to track
patterns and trends

One colleague told us of some rebranding
in the school which was helping to shift
expectations. What was previously the
medical room was now the “attendance
support room’, with an implicit agenda of
supporting pupils back into lessons rather
than sendingthem home poorly. With careful
recording in the management information
system, patterns began to emerge about
which lessons and subjects might cause
some pupils to feel uneasy. Staff in the
rooms could anticipate who might show up
at the room and manage them skilfully back
to lessons.

. SECONDARY (N=247) PRIMARY (N=199)

Please say if you have seen an increase or decrease in the past two years in persistent absence

There are far more absences related
to mental health than anything else,
like term time holidays and the other
typical causes of absences

Elaine Harper
Head of Systems and Integration
Leigh Academies Trust

13



SECTION 2

PARENTS AND CARERS - THE CHANGING
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARENTS AND

SCHOOLS

The survey and school interviews show that
without doubt, there is a change in the trust
relationship between parents and schools
following the pandemic. Despite schools’
best intentions to move on, the impact of
Covid is still clearly there.

Some of the key points made
about parents’ attitudes in
our interviews were:

1 The value of attending
any given school day has

diminished in parents’ minds.
With so much time spent at
home during the pandemic,
many now believe that any
particular day of absence is
neither here nor there

2 Schools can deliver work
virtually as they did during
lockdown, so they can just
carry on doing that if their child
is absent

3 Home working has become
part of our culture, so why
shouldn't it apply to children
too?

Children do continue to be ill, but there was a
view that parents have now become unduly
cautious about sending their children back
in. Instead of a day or two to recover, more
parents were keeping their child off for a
week at a time. Even parents of primary age
children were now calling the school to say
their child needed to take a mental health
day.

The working from home culture has a
knock-on effect on attendance

One school we spoke to had analysed when
parents work from home and found that
this correlated with their children's absence.
Home working means childcare has become
far more straightforward compared to pre-
pandemic days. The school was particularly
affected by poor attendance on Fridays, the
preferred day for parents to work from home.
In order to address this, the school now
contacts parents directly when their child
was off on a Friday and raised the problem
with them. Other schools reported that many
parents said their child was simply ‘tired’ on
a Friday and kept them off.

Lorraine Yates, Assistant Principal at Astrea
Academy Trust!, a MAT with schools across
South Yorkshire and Cambridgeshire, has
witnessed several trends in absences in the
past two years, including the increase in
student absence on Fridays.

‘Attendance has been known to drop to
around 76% in some schools on Fridays — we
are seeing an increase in extended holidays,
where some families will choose to have a

1 https://bromcom.com/case-study/attendance-management-astrea

. SECONDARY (N=247)

STRONGLY
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PRIMARY (N=199)
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Do you agree with the following statement: There is less trust between schools and parents than in

the past?

long weekend, and parents might say ‘well
our children are tired and need a break from

rn

school'.

Lorraine added: “I think there has definitely
been a shift in terms of some parents’ views
on attendance, and in particular around the
importance of attending school. We've been
seeing an increase in minor illness — such as
colds — being used as an excuse to get more
time off school. There seems to be a much
lower level of resilience these days. And we
are having to do more in terms of speaking
to GPs, and raising basic awareness with
students around what constitutes a genuine
reason for being absent from school”

Lorraine went on to explain that during

the pandemic, families got used to having
children at home. Being able to have that
quality time together was positive in many
ways, and there was the freedom of being
able to manage the day around family life. I
think a lot of our parents would like to move
back towards that and do what feels right for
them as a family rather than sticking within
the guidelines of what we want as a school.
It's an emotive topic, because what works
for one family is not always what works for
another”

Scepticism on impact of increased
unauthorised absence fines

The colleagues we interviewed echoed
deeply sceptical findings from the survey

15 |
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. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

How much do you agree with the following statement: Parents are extending the time children are

absent from school due to illness

about the potential impact of increased fines
for unauthorised absence.

Whereas parents might previously have been
cautious about admitting to taking holidays
in term time, schools are finding that parents
are increasingly open and honest about
doing it. In the survey, 86% of primary
respondents and 75% of secondary believed
increasing the fines from September would
make no difference whatsoever to parents’
views about this. Coupled with the financial
hardships families are facing, the fine is
trivial in comparison to potential savings
during less popular holiday times.

Other changes in the attendance guidance,
including the new measure of ten sessions
of unauthorised absence in a 10-week period
were also thought to be unhelpful. Parents
may become increasingly savvy about this,
perhaps by combining a mental health day
on a Friday with an unauthorised absence

on the following Monday to generate a long
weekend. Or they may simply say their child
is ill when they are not.

We heard from some schools that a more
effective, humane and pragmatic approach
may be to sanction a limited amount of
holiday intermtime, where overall attendance
levels were high enough.

Overall, schools reported that parents right
across the socioeconomic scale were
indicating that they had lost respect for
schools as educators and are now much
more likely to say their child was having a
day off, a week off or going on holiday. Sadly,
these types of conversations were becoming
increasingly aggressive. One colleague
explained how they have had to modify
how they talk to parents and the script they
use, changing from attendance concern to
pastoral support.

. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

Please say if you have seen an increase or decrease in the past two years in absence due to holidays
taken during term time

The increase will
act as a significant
deterrent to families
booking holidays
during term time

The increase will
slightly reduce term
time absences due
to family holidays

It will make no
difference at all to
attendance; families
who want to book
holidays during term
time will continue to
do so

Don’t know

PRIMARY |

(N=199) 86%

21%

SECONDARY

1%

[

o
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From September 2024, the fine for unauthorised absence is rising from £60 to £80 per parent per
child. Thinking of term-time holidays, what impact do you think this will have on attendance?

17 |



SECTION 3

GOVERNMENT ADVICE AND POLICY

Strongly
agree

Agree
Neither
. Disagree

[] Strongly
disagree

'DFE advice to schools is helping to improve attendance’: (n=498)

Woolly and contradictory guidance

We heard during interviews that some
colleagues felt DfE guidance was ‘woolly and
contradictory’. They felt it could undo what
schools had achieved before. For example,
providing work when pupils were off, could
simply facilitate their absence. Only 16% of
respondents to the survey thought that DfE

1 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/attendance-hubs

advice would help to improve attendance.
Opinion was mixed over the introduction
of attendance hubs!, with nearly half of
secondary respondents believing this would
make a moderate difference.

More practical strategies, such as the
provision of breakfast clubs in all primary
schools, were better received.

. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

There is a plan to introduce 18 new ‘attendance hubs’nationally, and invest in more direct intensive support
to help 10,000 persistently absent students. How much of a positive impact do you think this will have?

. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

How much of a positive impact do you think it would make if breakfast clubs were rolled
out to all primary schools?

19 |



SECTION 4

MANAGEMENT INFORMATION SYSTEMS -
DELVING INTO DATA FOR DEEPER ATTENDANCE

INSIGHTS

Schools rely heavily on their management
information systems (MIS) to collect, store
and report on a wide range of data. They
are particularly important in supporting
attendance because of the need to return
statutory information.

Some trusts found that the ability to build
dashboards wasimportantinorderto provide
better analysis. For example, developing
a heat map for attendance may highlight
geographical areas around the school which
are particularly vulnerable and might add
evidence for a new bus route. Trusts find it
very helpful to develop bespoke dashboards
to match a particular set of KPls.

Colleagues working in central teams
really valued cloud-based MIS, which
made drawing together data much more
straightforward and opened up many new
possibilities to use datain new and innovative
ways, such as machine learning and Al. Matt
Woodruff from Open Education Al is working
with several trusts to develop code which
can then be shared with other trusts. For
example, work has taken place on predictive
analytics, can we use machine learning to
calculate probabilities of pupils being absent
in advance? There is clearly enormous
potential here when schools collaborate.

. SECONDARY (N=247)

PRIMARY (N=199)

Thinking about your school Management Information System (MIS), to what extent do you agree that it provides you

with the reporting tools and data to help you track and manage student attendance?

Greenshaw Learning Trust! is a large MAT
with 30 primary and secondary schools
across the South of England.

Janice Bowling, Head of Systems Integration
and Julie Carrick, Head of Attendance and
Educational Welfare, use Bromcom MIS
to more closely monitor attendance at its
schools and help them find ways to improve
it.

One of the most useful features, according to
Julie, is the tailored dashboards that surface
the information and insights each user
wants to see: ‘I love that in Bromcom one of
the things you can set up on your homepage
is to immediately see which pupils’ birthday
is that day. Students are more likely to be off
‘'sick’ on their birthday.”

Janice agreed that having an attendance
dashboard on the homepage is a ‘revelation,
but for her the main benefit is how it

streamlines operations: “I've sat in a primary
school on Go Live day and the staff say
‘right, | need to run my attendance statistics
for my headteacher’, not realising that they
don't need to do that anymore. The MIS
automatically creates these reports for you
and sends them to the right people”

Bromcom is also helping the Trust's schools
probe the specific causes of poor attendance
by allowing them to create absence and
attendance subcodes to use alongside
the national codes. Julie, for example, has
created two illness subcodes: “anxiety with a
formal diagnosis received” and “anxiety with
no formal diagnosis received”.

Julie adds: “These subcodes are helping
our schools assess how many absences
are down to genuine mental health needs
as well as flag to staff at what point they
should ask for evidence of a mental health
diagnosis. With a greater understanding of

1 https://brommcom.com/case-study/attendance-management-greenshaw-learning-trust
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Have you seen an increase or decrease in the past two years in absence on birthdays?

what causes absences, schools can pinpoint
the best solutions to deal with each one at its
root. When they begin to reduce absences,
this should move the dial on the new attitude
towards attendance.”

Allowing schools to spend more time
acting on the data than processing it

Management information systems truly
come into their own as single, integrated
repositories for data. Colleagues commented
that, where a new school had joined their
trust, they often found poor practice, such
as a proliferation of Excel spreadsheets
that became instantly out of date. With
management information systems taking
the heavy lifting, staff could spend more
time acting on the data than processing it.

Stratford Upon Avon School? is a secondary
school in  Warwickshire. Jo Wilkinson,
Attendance Improvement Officer, says that
because managing attendance has become
a much bigger and more critical task since

Covid, schools need their MIS now more
than ever.

“Every day | look at attendance patterns for
absent children. Are they having every other
Tuesday off? Are they regularly in school on
Monday and Friday? With so many children
absent so regularly now, | have to do this for
a lot of children. We have over 1700 students
SO across a seven-period day | am looking
through 13,000 marks a day. | also compile
attendance reports for college leaders on
a weekly basis so we can go through all
the known knowns together and build an
accurate picture of attendance.

‘Despite the greater need for more data
and data analysis since Covid, the MIS has
kept up. Everything | need for data analysis,
attendance, and reporting is there. There is
nothing | need that | cannot have access to.
Whether it is the daily function of inputting
all the absences, pulling reports for pastoral
leads, or providing information for governors,
itis all in the Bromcom MIS’”

2 https://bromcom.com/case-study/attendance-management-stratford

Despite the greater need for more
data and data analysis since Covid,
the MIS has kept up.

Jo Wilkinson
Attendance Improvement Officer
Stratford Upon Avon School
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SECTION S

HOW CAN AN MIS FURTHER SUPPORT SCHOOL

ATTENDANCE?

Feedback from the schools surveyed has
proven that parent engagement is vital to
improving attendance. Fostering positive
attitudes towards school policy are likely to
resultin more consistent student attendance.

No matter the size of your establishment,
your ability and willingness to communicate
with parents is an essential aspect of daily
operations. A powerful parent app can
make a huge difference in the quality of
communications and parent satisfaction.

Online portals, like Bromcom'’s
MyChildAtSchool, provide comprehensive
communication between parents and
schools, by enabling parents to view their
child's performance in real time via any
modern web browser and via an app.

Research conducted by Schoolzone showed
that customer satisfaction with parent

communication was almost 50% higher for
Bromcom than for the most widely used MIS
on the market.

Parents and carers are granted access to
attendance, behaviour, assessment and
student reports, letters and all important
documents. They can also manage
payments for all kinds of school activities
from lunches to school trips. Crucially, any
potential truancy problems can be detected
early and prevented.

Through their portal, parents can access real
time attendance history and current lesson
data. They are also kept up to date live as to
the attendance of their child for any period
and they can see any potential areas for
engagement with their child or the school.

CONCLUSION

Evidence shows!' that pupils who have
good attendance enjoy better wellbeing
and school performance than those who
dont. The Government has said that there
are only a few circumstances where a child
is allowed to miss school, such as illness
or where the school has given permission
because of an exceptional circumstance.
But since the Covid-19 pandemic, it seems
that a substantial proportion of parents and
carers do not share this sentiment.

Schools are going to need to rebuild
a supportive culture to  strengthen
relationships with parents and students in

order to address school attendance over the
coming months and years, but they are also
going to need accurate data to keep them on
the right track.

We're seeing everyday how technology can
empower not just teachers, but students, and
parents too, and as tech continues to evolve,
schools can embrace MIS software to not
only tackle attendance, but to strengthen the
whole educational ecosystem.

With  grateful thanks to: Greenshaw
Academy Trust, Astrea Academy Trust,
Leigh Academies Trust, and Stratford-upon
Avon School.

1  https://educationhub.blog.gov.uk/2024/01/03/improving-school-attendance/
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ABOUT BROMCOM

Bromcom's cloud-based MIS and
Finance solutions serve over 3
million users across the country,
including 4k+ schools and 280
multi-academy trusts. From
students and families to staff and
stakeholders, Bromcom provides
integrated tools for everyone, to help
deliver better education outcomes.

Established in 1986, Bromcom
remains a family-owned company,

committed to supporting everyone
in the educational ecosystem
to fulfil their potential and to
continually push the boundaries of
technology. We invite the education
community to join us in this drive
to improve education together.

To find out how Bromcom can meet
the needs of your school, MAT, or
local authority, please contact us:
sales@bromcom.com
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