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Attendance first; through the lens of disadvantage



Thank you.

.



Agenda

• 09.15 – 10.45 Attendance First: through the lens of disadvantage
• Our approach, a framework for accountability, our culture, time to reflect.
• 10.45 – 11.25 COFFEE BREAK

• 11.25 – 13.00 Attendance First – continued

The CLF Attendance Playbook

Peppered with belonging, status 
and esteem….



Who am I?

• Kate Richardson

• Education Director, CLF- Bristol, Somerset.

• Not an expert – but learning about attendance.

• Ask me questions, happy to share.



Belonging – the science
• Biological fact … hormonal condition. 

• Back to working together through time – social beings - isolation does not equal survival.

• Organisms are chemical machines that run on energy. 

• Sense of belonging is a basic need, fundamental motive, and human right, particularly 
important in education.

• Sense of belonging refers to feeling accepted, valued, respected, and included, just as we 
are.

• Belonging strengthens brain connectivity and catalyzes neurotransmitter release, with 
positive effects.

• Beyond the family the place children belong is in the classroom. Huge influence of the 
teacher. “spiritual connection to the physical school space”… ..giving them a sense of 
belonging.

• One way: foster belonging by talking about our own stories.



My story…(nothing better than telling a story)

What bring me here?

• Stoke on Trent 

• Plymouth

• Bodmin

• Rolle College - Exmouth

• London

• Bristol – 10 years

• My WHY links back to here. Roots. Disadvantage. Equity. 



What’s your story – what brings you here?

•How are you, x 2?

•What’s your story to here?



Owen Eastwood | Belonging

• Mauri “do you know who I am?”

• “We know who you are and you belong here” 

• Stories in the Mauri passed down through generations. 

• Whakapapa (long line through time)… unbreakable line of people – this can be 
any community of human beings … back to the origin story… and into the future.

• The sun moves down this line … and shines on you for a time. 

• “powerful culture, when the sun shines on you … what are you the guardian of … 
your inheritance … values and stories … rituals and traditions. 

• You are a guardian when the sun shines on you. 

• Consider “what needs mending” … as a guardian the role is to protect.

• We have a role to create for those that come next … transmission of power to the 
next generation.



Belonging | an exercise in leadership

“To feel a sense of belonging is to feel accepted, to feel seen and to 

feel included by a group of people… to not feel belonging is to 

experience the precarious and insecure sense of an outsider.”

(Owen Eastwood, 2021)



Colleagues

2090



Daniel Coyle

“Our social brains light up when we 
receive a steady accumulation of 
almost invisible cues: we are close, 
we are safe, we share a future,” 

But it’s not a one-time thing. 

Belonging is a flame that needs to be 
continually fed by signals of 
connection.



Doug Lemov

• Smiling and making eye contact 
are two of the most important 
belonging cues.

• Imagine Vanessa in a room full of 
averted, disinterested gazes. If 
she was smart—and if she was 
like most young people—she’d 
have known better than to have 
raised her hand in the first place.



How do we foster belonging in Secondary 
schools?







My earliest memory is of peering into a small cupboard in a caravan. I didn’t know it at the 
time, but that caravan in rural South Shropshire was going to be my home for the next six 
years. 

The caravan was old and the doors made a hollow, unsatisfying sound as you closed them. We 
has no television and we had gas lamps on the wall that you lit with a match. We got our 
drinking water from a spring in the garden, which was all well and good until the day we 
found a dead frog in it. 

I shared a small room in a caravan with my older brother and I can still picture the ice 
glistening on the metal bedposts on cold winter mornings. In the depths of winter, it was 
literally freezing. 

However, despite our lack of money, despite the jumble sale clothes and hand-me-down 
shoes, there were two things that I had plenty of – love and books.

There was a mobile library service which parked up nearby. I would walk down the road 
clutching my pink library slips and be GIVEN as many books as I needed. But some people 
aren’t as lucky as I was. Some people don’t have access to that literary lifeline and the beauty 
and wonder of the countryside that I had free rein over as a child. Some people don’t have 
love.

This is why I wanted to write Isabel’s story. As of today, there are around four million children 
living in poverty in the UK. That’s over four million children who don’t get enough food to eat, 
who are cold and tired, who don’t have the equipment they need at school, who don’t have 
the same chances and opportunities as everyone else. These children are often ignored, 
which is why I wanted to explore the idea of invisibility in this story. 

Of course, poverty isn’t the only way in which people get overlooked by society; there are 
many ways that the world has of saying, “you don’t belong here.”

I wanted to try to counter that. I wanted to say, “yes, you DO belong.”

We all belong here.

Tom Percival (2020), taken from his book, The Invisible. 



Concluding the story

• We (humans) want to belong.

• Each of you are immortal, before and 
after. What did you do when the sun 
shone on you?

• The change will be our own legacy.

• Small behaviours support belonging and 
phycological safety.

Belonging anchors the values, and our 
behaviours..

How far do pupils feel they belong in your school?



‘We are bound by a sense of 
shared belonging and collective 
responsibility; about strong local 
communities, active citizens and 
the devolution of responsibility.
…ensuring that everyone has a 
fair chance to make the most of 
their capacities and their lives.’

(Jonathan Sacks, 2020)

Attendance first; through the lens of disadvantage



A thinking prompt…





All pupils

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

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

• Accurately complete admission and attendance 
registers. Have robust daily processes to follow 
up absence. 

• Have a dedicated senior leader with overall 
responsibility for championing and improving 
attendance



Pupil at risk of becoming PA

• Proactively use data to identify pupils at risk of poor 
attendance. 

• Work with each identified pupil and their parents to 
understand and address the reasons for absence, 
including any in-school barriers to attendance.

• Where out of school barriers are identified, signpost 
and support access to any required services in the first 
instance. If the issue persists, take an active part in the 
multi-agency effort with the local authority and other 
partners. 

• Act as the lead practitioner where all partners agree 
that the school is the best placed lead service. Where 
the lead practitioner is outside of the school, continue 
to work with the LA and partners.



PA pupils
• Continued support as for pupils at risk of becoming 

persistently absent and: 
• Where absence becomes persistent, put additional targeted 

support in place to remove any barriers. Where necessary 
this includes working with partners. 

• Where there is a lack of engagement, hold more formal 
conversations with parents and be clear about the potential 
need for legal intervention in future. 

• Where support is not working, being engaged with or 
appropriate, work with the local authority on legal 
intervention. 

• Where there are safeguarding concerns, intensify support 
through statutory children’s social care. Work with other 
schools in the local area, such as schools previously 
attended and the schools of any siblings. 



SA pupils

• Continued support as for persistently 
absent pupils and: 

• Agree a joint approach for all severely 
absent pupils with the local authority. 



Support for cohorts with lower 
attendance than their peers

• Proactively use data to identify cohorts with, or at risk 
of, low attendance and develop strategies to support 
them. 

• Work with other schools in the local area and the local 
authority to share effective practice where there are 
common barriers to attendance. 



Support for pupils with medical condition 
or SEND and/or social worker

• Maintain the same ambition for attendance and work with 
pupils and parents to maximise attendance.

• Ensure join up with pastoral support and where required, put in 
place additional support and adjustments, such as an individual 
healthcare plan and if applicable, ensuring the provision 
outlined in the pupil’s EHCP is accessed. 

• Consider additional support from wider services and external 
partners, making timely referrals. 

• Regularly monitor data for such groups, including at board and 
governing body meetings and with local authorities.

• Social worker: Inform the pupil’s social worker if there are any 
unexplained absences and if their name is to be deleted from 
the register.





Slide number

Why do we exist? | Our Core Purpose across our trust

Our collective endeavour
& shared responsibility



+26 academies
+2,600 employees
+14,200 pupils aged 3-19

3-11: 3,500

11-16: 9,600

16+: 1,100

+200 volunteer governors

CLF – as we are today



A strategic commitment to disadvantage





A wicked problem

In policy research, ‘wicked problems’ are defined as social 
issues which are hard or even impossible to define, to which 

solutions are not clear, and which cannot be fully solved.



Dark Ages

The global pandemic, Brexit, standards in public life (Nolan 
Principles), high inflation, high interest rates, energy costs, 

mortgage rates, loan rates, cost of living, AI, inaccessible first 
homes, decline in living standards, shifting employment types 
and longevity, climate change, political turmoil, social media, 

conflicts across the world (including Europe), long waiting lists, 
funding crisis, erosion of local services and multi-agency services, 

mental health challenges, public service strikes, recruitment, 
retention…

“How to live in a world where profound uncertainty is not a bug, but a feature?” 
Yuval Noah Harari





Enabling children to thrive in their place in the world, which they exploit because of a developed sense of self and 
agency that is built on an ability to seek meaning and make connections based on evolving understanding secured 

through a foundation of knowledge and skills

Deeply human experience…

ESTEEMBELONGINGSTATUS



self-esteem
a belief and confidence in your own ability and value.

A Duty of Care (Peter Hennessy): You must take reasonable care to 
avoid acts or omissions which you can reasonably foresee would be 
likely to injure your neighbour (persons who are so closely and directly 
affected by my act(s)).

…we need a redistribution of esteem… to live lives of decency and 
dignity, winning social esteem. …we can travel the road to 2045 with 
purpose, dignity and accomplishment.

…we need a decade of real, shared accomplishment. We have 
sovereignty over our care of duty. It is a matter of shared purpose and 
sustained application.



It is easy to forget we have status to give, that it costs nothing and it 

never runs out. ...Allowing others to feel statusful makes it 

more likely they'll accept our influence. (Will Storr, 2021)

It's probably not a surprise to discover that feeling deprived of status is 

a major source of anxiety and depression. When life is a game we're 

losing, we hurt. ...To our brains, status is a resource as real as 

oxygen or water. When we lose it, we break. (Will Storr, 2021)



Classrooms are crucibles of comparative status



Status: A thinking prompt – to revisit

In a school day, what 
opportunities are there to give 
status to those who need it 
most?

How do we reinforce status in 
our behaviours? How do we 
support our teachers to do 
this?



A bit about us…



Our attendance journey Fiona Lightwood 
(attendance lead) 
appointed as 
pandemic started.



How we do things here
The areas that are standardised across 

the Trust and in the Academy that gives 
the platform for professionals to 

perform

Red Dance: Empowering 
Teams and individuals

Collective responsibility and ownership 
for improvement

Empowering Experts



Our 
approach to 
standards

Aligning many of 
our approaches.

Our mantra for attendance



Our column

• Tracker

• Data

• Systems

• Policy and guidance

• Help at hand

• PD and support – networks, training, templates. 



Home visit 
team prepped 

for day one 
absence-
chasing.

A continuum of culture: the first week back

Attendance comms 
to staff are regular 
and clear, all pupils 

expected in and 
supported to attend 
where not present.

A key part of the AIP.

A key feature in team 
discussions at all layers 

and levels.

Everyone knowing the 
role they play.

100% expected.

An extra focus planned 
for INSET and a planned 

push for week 1.

For example:

KOA and WHA plans…

Silver bullet 
territory

Hoping they all 
come back, 

following-up 
safeguarding 

concerns, 
accepting a few 

will be out of the 
country…

Advance 
communication 
and contact on 
the day for any 

absent students.

Mindset – what are 
you expecting?



Attendance is one of our key measures

We have been focussing on the 
gap between PP and NPP pupils, 
comparing to the 2019 gap, 
which is aspirational.

(Primary = NPP/PP National 2019 
gap = 2.1%)

(Secondary = NPP/PP National 
2019 gap = 3.6%)





WFA’s Attendance journey over time…

The 2022-23 data is as at 
Term 5 Week 3, WFA’s 
data is from SIMS, 
compared with the Wonde 
LA, Regional and National 
data. 



Attendance strategic aims – 2023/24
Growing

• Supporting increased, effective capacity across 5 clusters - appointment and induction of new role, 
growing current capacity and developing an effective model of what good cluster support looks like.

• Developing a deeper understanding or how we use our time to collaborate at scale – download 
networks versus solution circles, empowering team members to support one another.

Improving:

• Secondary capacity and expertise – developing a shared understanding of what good looks 
like. Getting closer to Secondary leaders, empowering them to audit across in triads (sharing best 
practice and peer support), supporting recruitment to attendance vacancies.

• Supporting local authority decision-making to enable better support for our families. Being clear about 
what is and isn’t expected of our schools, when to use EWS support and how, to prioritise the time of 
attendance teams.

• Embedding the mantra that attendance is everyone’s responsibility – film, messaging.



Attendance first: through the lens of disadvantage.

Use of data/target setting

Reviews and audits – stock takes.

Precision in coding

The proactive shift

Establishing routines through the lens of disadvantage.

Time and resource.

Team sport; individual focus. 

Status, belonging and esteem: culture.



How we use data

• Daily

• Weekly

• Termly



A new measure last year: a daily pupil target

• The “number of” is deliberately chosen to understand the scale of the 
challenge. 

• The deficit measures are a purposeful choice to focus on the gap to 
our standards.

• Daily target is intended to be motivational – there is a new an 
opportunity to meet it every day.

• It is focussed at pupil level and deliberately highlights the number of 
pupils off-site every day to encourage action and understanding about 
every pupil absence.

• Supports whole school understanding of how many pupils a % 
equates to.



New: Daily targets

1 student counts 
for…

Number of students absent if….......

Cohort 98% 97% 96% 95% 94% 93% 92% 91% 90%

BPA 498 0.20% 9 14 19 24 29 34 39 44 49

EPA 104 0.96% 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

FVA 158 0.63% 3 4 6 7 9 11 12 14 15

HMA 363 0.28% 7 10 14 18 21 25 29 32 36

SA 236 0.42% 4 7 9 11 14 16 18 21 23

UVA 271 0.37% 5 8 10 13 16 18 21 24 27

WFA 350 0.29% 7 10 14 17 21 24 28 31 35

BA 693 0.14% 13 20 27 34 41 48 55 62 69

BBA 1338 0.07% 26 40 53 66 80 93 107 120 133

JCA 862 0.12% 17 25 34 43 51 60 68 77 86

KOA 658 0.15% 13 19 26 32 39 46 52 59 65

WHA 514 0.19% 10 15 20 25 30 35 41 46 51

SVA 87 1.15% 1 2 3 4 5 6 6 7 8

LHA 19 5.26% 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1





Sharing the gaps



Post 16 – a bit on this…

• Grey area

• Discrepancies within our trust

• Know what you are measuring and how

• Target vulnerable pupils and make sure they are in.



We also use attendance data in other 
conversations….



Link between Attendance and KS4 Outcomes

<90% 90%-95% 95%-97% 97%-99% 99%-100%

No. 414 323 214 219 88

2023 P8 -0.81 0.26 0.44 0.61 0.77

2022 P8 -0.65 0.39 0.57 0.65 0.59

2019 P8 -0.99 -0.22 -0.09 0.15 0.34

2018 P8 -0.77 -0.14 0.03 0.21 0.31

Year 11

PA Non PA

2023 36% 71%

2022 42% 78%

2023 16% 46%

2022 22% 55%

Basics 9-4

Basics 9-5
Difference between 
top attenders and 
persistent 
absentees is 1.57 
(i.e. over one and a 
half grades per 
subject)

Non-Persistent Absent students twice 
as likely to get Basics 9-4, and three 
times as likely to get Basics 9-5.



Review visits and audits…

• Distort resource to academies by risk

• Audit supports with intelligence

• Attendance capacity at ARVs



Precision in coding



CLF attendance policy & guidance

The policy supports process and 
procedure/responsibility.

The guidance supports the culture.



Shifting behaviours





Enabling children to thrive in their place in the world, which they exploit because of a developed sense of self and 
agency that is built on an ability to seek meaning and make connections based on evolving understanding secured 

through a foundation of knowledge and skills

Deeply human experience…

ESTEEMBELONGINGSTATUS



Status: A thinking prompt – to revisit

In a school day, what 
opportunities are there to give 
status to those who need it 
most?

How do we reinforce status in 
our behaviours? How do we 
support our teachers to do 
this?



• Reflections and questions

• Completing of prompt sheet

• Time to connect on attendance

• I am keen to hear your views.

10:45

Over to you



Routines that privilege 

• The importance of 
the playbook

• Daily processes

• Absence response 
plans

• Letter formats and 
banks

• Happy to share.



WFA playbook - detail

9:00 ‘call back anyway.’ 

Contact all families who have 
notified us of their child’s absence 
but who we have not have a 
conversation with to ensure we 
are challenging unacceptable 
absence, minor illness, medical 
appointments etc and 
encouraging return asap ensuring 
medication administration 
procedures advised. 









Re-write the playbook



Time and resource



Team sport; individual focus



An example…

Scenario A Scenario B

D decides to go home and sit this one out. School call 

and mum explains D missed their bus and now they 

feel a bit under the weather. School reinforces 

importance of attendance; key pastoral adult speaks 

with D and persuades them to come back tomorrow. 

The absence is not authorised but goes unchallenged 

other than by this call. 

1 day of school missed.

Learning missed: 6 periods.

At the end of the term D’s parents receive a text 

saying that their attendance is below what is 

expected, and that the school would like to hold a 

meeting with them. D’s parents do not attend.

D has already been spoken with about their attendance, as 

have their parents, by a member of the pastoral team. D 

was clear that they don’t like science, so the pastoral team 

member has raised this directly with the teacher and 

teaching assistants, who have worked as a team to support 

D to enjoy and engage with the subject and the teacher 

better. These approaches are reviewed regularly in 

teacher/admin/pastoral team meetings. D had a check-in 

the day before with the teacher, and an extra reminder on 

the school gate that they are looking forward to seeing 

them tomorrow. Because of the good communication 

between the admin and teaching team, the teacher is 

waiting to see if D arrives to class, and when D is late, they 

raise this quickly with the pastoral team, who call D to find 

out they are on their way in- ‘just a little late’. When D 

arrives late to class the teacher explains they had missed 

them and makes sure that they quickly catch them up on 

the content.  

30 minutes of school missed.

Learning missed: 0.



No-one actively misses the best party in town



How do we lift things up?



Slide number

Why do we exist? | Our Core Purpose across our trust

Our collective endeavour
& shared responsibility



Attendance first: through the lens of disadvantage.

Evidence based

Intelligent use of data

The proactive shift

Establishing routines through the lens of disadvantage.

Time and resource.

Team sport; individual focus. 

Status, belonging and esteem: culture.





Enabling children to thrive in their place in the world, which they exploit because of a developed sense of self and 
agency that is built on an ability to seek meaning and make connections based on evolving understanding secured 

through a foundation of knowledge and skills

Deeply human experience…

ESTEEMBELONGINGSTATUS



A challenge…

‘It is only through building a connected system, that we will 
be able to address the multiple challenges facing our 
communities’

Leora Cruddas



• Reflections and questions

• Completing of prompt sheet

• Time to connect on attendance

• I am keen to hear your views.

13:00

Over to you



Thank you.

.


