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Introduction
Children are classed as living in severe poverty when they come from a household which has an income of less than £12,200 per year (Save the Children, 2012). Zhang (2003) also refers to a wider deprivation which arises as a result of poverty, where children are deprived of various opportunities which can enhance their quality of life. Although this a problem throughout the UK, it has been particularly prevalent in Wales, with almost 1 in 3 children expected to experience some degree of poverty in their early lives (Welsh Centre for Equity in Education, 2014). This is believed to have a detrimental effect on educational attainment, with students categorised as eFSM (eligible for Free School Meals) learners being three times less likely to achieve the Level 2 threshold (five A*-C grades at GCSE level or its equivalent) than pupils who have experienced a more privileged upbringing (Wales Centre for Equity in Education, 2014). Poverty can also cause many problems in later life, with eFSM learners being three times less likely to not be in education, employment or training after school (Wales Centre for Equity in Education, 2014).
The Welsh Government has responded to the poverty agenda over the past two decades through the introduction of different initiatives, notably RAISE (Raising Attainment and Individual Standards in Education), a scheme which ran from 2006-2010, providing grants to schools which comprised of more than 20% eFSM learners. More recently, the Pupil Deprivation Grant was introduced in 2012, distributing extra funding to help schools improve the outcomes of eFSM pupils (Welsh Government, 2015). Although the introduction of such schemes may have had some effect on reducing child poverty from 35% to 33% between 1998 and 2013, more work needs to be done. Schools have developed a number of different strategies which focus on raising literacy and numeracy, skills which Egan (2013) regards as being vital for further education and future employment. Strategies are also frequently developed to tackle poor levels of attendance, an issue which Reid (2012) views as often being a result of poverty. He also identifies absenteeism and truancy as being particularly high in South Wales when compared to the rest of the UK. 

School X is a mixed comprehensive school in South Wales, which provides education at Key Stages 3 and 4. More than 700 pupils attend, with over 35% of these being classed as eFSM learners. Despite the challenging context which the school find itself in, it was labelled ‘Excellent’ in Estyn’s most recent inspection (Estyn, 2015). Close attention has been paid to the way in which the school has tackled the issue of non-attendance, especially among disadvantaged learners. Success here can be attributed to the strong degree of strategic planning undertaken by School X. Every year, it produces a School Development Plan, which outlines targets for the coming academic year. Additionally, Departmental Improvement Plans focus on how each department can work towards delivering change which will impact the whole school positively. Accompanying the Departmental Plan is a Self-Evaluation Report, which critically evaluates the targets set during the previous year, assesses their impact on student outcomes and sets new targets which aim to enhance pupil experiences. This report will examine the issue of non-attendance in Wales and look at how School X has used these documents collectively to develop strategies which have effectively raised the attendance of disadvantaged learners over a number of years. 


Strategic Planning
Strategic planning has been defined by Tracy (2012) as developing and delivering strategies which help an organisation to meet its most important aims and objectives. Hopkins et al (1994) explain how, on a school level, most objectives will work towards enhancing pupil outcomes alongside strengthening a school’s ability to manage change. Planning towards school improvement is important because it enables each school to think carefully about how actions will affect its culture and ability to improve. MacGilchrist et al (2004) states that every school is different, yet this simple fact is often ignored by politicians who expect schools to find implementing sweeping educational changes simple. Senge (1999) strengthens this argument, claiming that when people attempt to innovate in education, they often fail to show an understanding of how the school’s structure and culture at large will react. Cuban (2003) develops this further when discussing the No Child Left Behind Act, which was introduced in the USA in 2001; although it clearly had good intentions regarding improved student attainment, it failed to have much impact on improving teaching and learning, because less thought was given towards how the policy would be effectively implemented in the classroom or if schools were capable of executing it effectively in the first place. This illustrates how strategic planning within schools is essential because it enables school leadership to think carefully about the school’s unique culture and identify issues which will be most relevant to its own development. After doing this, they can devise and execute strategies which work within the best interest of that particular school community.

Tracy (2012) further illustrates the importance of strategic planning in schools, asserting that it enables the institution to clearly define purposes and goals, while also providing the direction required to meet these. Smith et al (1997) found that schools which struggled to implement change were those where the teachers struggled to understand the change process. This suggests that targets within an organisation are often not fulfilled because staff are not always fully aware of the vision held by the leadership. Consequently, they may not fully understand what they are expected to do. Rosenholtz (1989) was able to display the importance of having shared goals during her study of schools in Tennessee; she found that the schools which clearly shared the same view and displayed high levels of collaboration between staff improved themselves the most over a period of time. Planning strategically provides schools with an opportunity to involve everyone in the process of shaping a particular vision and putting it into action. As a result, everyone has a clear idea about their role and how it will have an impact on working towards the greater goals.

Additionally, strategic planning allows school staff to be more flexible with their planning, as they can look at a wide variety of short-term and long-term goals, critically assess their impact and plan appropriately moving forward. Rutherford (2009) claimed that in order for any tangible change to happen, careful planning is essential, as dealing with problems in a reactive manner does little to bring about any significant change. Stoll & Fink (1996) and Gray et al (1999) are in agreement with this notion, finding that schools who take a quick-fix approach to solving problems end up achieving very little little sustained school improvement. In contrast, Fullan (1992) argues that schools should not have a rigid structure for change in place and the ideal course of action is to implement a plan which can adapt to the challenges which it may face. Louis & Miles (1992) agree with this, proposing that schools take a planned approach to change that is both long term and flexible. Therefore, having a strategic plan in place is important when regarding school improvement because it enables a school to explore which approaches are most successful. It can evaluate the effectiveness of each policy as it goes along and make appropriate changes which will possibly lead to even greater sustained improvement.



















The School Development Plan
[bookmark: _GoBack]Within School X’s School Development Plan are a wide range of priorities which take into account its challenging context. Aside from an annual strategic plan, a list of Three-Year Key Priorities is introduced. This shows an understanding that a combination of short-term and long-term goals can work together to aid school improvement. The Three-Year Priorities are based around the five different areas which are inspected by Estyn:

· Standards
· Wellbeing and attitudes to learning
· Teaching and learning experiences
· Care support and guidance
· Leadership and management

Different targets are set under each category, a number of which openly refer to efforts to tackle disadvantage, notably to ‘secure continued above average outcomes for Level 2 among eFSM learners,’ and ‘minimise the variation in outcomes of all learners, including eFSM.’ (Appendix A, 2) Tackling attendance is also outlined as an important aim: ‘secure quartile 1 and 2 position for Attendance in light of increasing roll’ (Appendix A, 2). This refers to how the school has expanded its Year 7 cohort in the most recent year, while it also continues to deal with the transfer of students from underperforming schools in a similar challenging context. These changes present potential challenges with regards to maintaining high levels of attendance.
	There is also a yearly priorities plan which focuses on the shorter term aims of School X. The development areas here are numerous, which doesn’t necessarily reflect Fullan’s (2015) recommendation that a school’s strategic plan be quite generic and contain very few aims. However, a responsibility is clearly assigned to each member or group of staff, clear targets are set and the funding available to work towards each aim is clearly displayed. Use of the Pupil Deprivation Grant also features prominently in issues related to tackling disadvantage, suggesting that the school continues to use this funding appropriately and effectively (Estyn, 2015).
Three major whole-school are those linked to the Post Estyn Inspection Plan:

1. Improve pupils’ writing skills to match the high standards they achieve in reading.
2. Improve the performance of more able pupils, particularly at Key Stage 4.
3. Reduce fixed term exclusions.

The prominence of these in the School Development Plan suggest that the school regards these as pivotal in sustaining increased improvement, but that does not mean they diminish the importance of other developmental areas. 
An aim which is particularly relevant to this report is the target to maintain the effective monitoring and management of attendance, ensuring attendance continues to place the school in FSM BMQ 1 (Appendix A, ). This shows that, despite School X’s continued impressive performance in maintaining high levels of attendance, they still regard the issue of being as the utmost importance; work still needs to be done to build upon the considerable successes which they have enjoyed in this area.

The three major priorities laid out in the School Development Plan are also clearly illustrated in the Departmental Improvement Plan (Appendix B, 15). Aside from these, many departmental targets have been set which specifically focus on combating disadvantage, notably ‘continuing to improve the outcomes of eFSM learners’ (Appendix B, …) A number of targets are also present which, although not dealing directly with tackling poverty through improving attendance, have been shown by research to have a considerable effect on reducing the non-attendance of eFSM learners. These include working closely with parents, deepening student involvement in Departmental Development Planning, and maintaining a high quality of teaching. This shows that the school appreciates there are many different approaches which can be taken towards tackling disadvantage, notably improving attendance. If they are to tackle these issues effectively, a whole-school approach needs to be taken which involves all departments.














Attendance: A Literature Review
Why it’s an issue
Reid (2012) identified South Wales as being particularly prone to high levels of non-attendance. Although this behaviour is not exclusive to disadvantaged pupils, it was found that a large proportion of absentees came from impoverished backgrounds, reinforcing an earlier assertion made by Tyerman (1968). eFSM pupils are regarded as those most likely to be absent, while this group’s rate of unauthorised absences was found to be four times higher than non-FSM pupils (Estyn, 2014a). Considering that this issue has been closely examined by a leading authority in the field of truancy and absenteeism, alongside an official report about attendance in secondary schools in Wales, it suggests that non-attendance is a serious issue which needs to be combated effectively.
	There is a clear link between absenteeism and low levels of literacy; early studies by Davie et al (1972) and then later by Cole (2007) found that students who missed school often were most likely to have literacy levels lower than their chronological ages. Although it is not always clear if poor literacy skills are the result of non-attendance, or the other way around, absenteeism has an obvious impact on educational performance; over 60% of the students who missed more than 10% of school sessions were unable to achieve Level 2 by the end of Key Stage 4 (Estyn, 2014a). These findings illustrate the importance of school attendance, especially for those from underprivileged backgrounds. eFSM learners are twice as likely to have a special education need, illustrating how they may require an increased amount of support in school (Wales Centre for Equity in Education, 2014). Failing to attend school prevents these pupils from accessing vital support which will not only aid their emotional wellbeing but also help them to develop the skills which will help them to prepare for life after school, and possibly escape the cycle of poverty.
 
Failure of Schools
On the other hand, O’ Keeffe (1993) claimed that the failure of some schools to be equipped well enough to meet the needs of pupils was a major cause of absenteeism. Zhang’s (2003) findings support this; after interviewing parents from poverty-stricken backgrounds, it was discovered that many of them regarded professional help as important in attaining their children’s school records. Some schools have been criticised for their ineffectiveness in the past, providing a lack of opportunities for staff who work with families and pupils with complex needs to develop their skills (Estyn, 2014a). Considering the link which has already been established between eFSM learners and an increase in educational needs, this implies that certain students may not attend school because they do not receive the support which they feel they should be getting.
	A failure to engage pupils in the curriculum and wider school life may also be regarded as a reason for absenteeism, particularly in Wales. The National Behaviour and Attendance Review (2008, 63) found that many pupils viewed lessons as boring, while others believed mainstream schooling to be a ‘one size fits all’ system. Other research has supported this suggestion, with pupils giving disengagement from the curriculum as the main reason for skipping school (Estyn, 2014a). This may be a reason why more disadvantaged learners display higher levels of non-attendance, as they are viewed as research shows they are much more likely to view the curriculum as irrelevant (Estyn, 2012). Failing to make a strong effort to engage them in their education will do little to encourage them to attend school regularly. 
The Welsh curriculum has also been criticised for lacking innovation between the ages of 8 and 14 (Estyn, 2011). Although the introduction of the new curriculum may work towards alleviating this issue (Welsh Government, 2015), a current lack of challenging material may serve to strengthen the case of absenteeism in Wales for the more able students coming from impoverished backgrounds. It is possible that this group may be overlooked when referring to eFSM learners, and although more data needs to be collected to examine their rates of non-attendance, there is a possibility that more able and talented learners within this group may display signs of absenteeism because they do not feel they are being challenged enough by the school curriculum, and activities being delivered in the classroom do not take into account their higher ability levels.

Parental Involvement
A lack of parental involvement in a child’s life at school has been identified as another key reason why certain pupils develop higher levels of absenteeism. James (2011) stresses the importance of parental involvement in a young child’s life, as it can cause positive changes in a child’s attitude, mental health and behaviour, alongside an increase in school attendance. Learners from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to have parents who are less keen to be involved in their education, possibly because they themselves found school to be an unsavoury experience (Estyn, 2012). Consequently, this may result in parents passing on undesirable behaviour to their children, or simply having little interest in their child’s education at all. Reports into attendance have supported this claim; many pupils identified parental disengagement as a key reason why they did not attend school in the past (Estyn, 2014a). This suggests that establishing strong links with families, especially those who may initially be hard to reach or unwilling to engage in dialogue, is vital if schools are going to reduce issues of non-attendance.
	Establishing contact between the school and parents also helps to improve attendance of pupils from a wide range of different deprived ethnic backgrounds. Akbash et al (2017) claims that communication between the school and family is crucial in tackling low attendance. The fact that he is writing from the perspective of tackling attendance in secondary schools in Turkey shows that parental involvement in education is crucial in an international context too. Within the context of Wales, considerable progress has been made in tackling low attendance among disadvantaged communities where English is classed as an additional language. A case study of a school in Cardiff highlights this; over 37% of the pupils attending were classed as eFSM, with a significant proportion of these coming from the underprivileged Czech and Slovak communities. Many of these students had also not attended school before moving to Wales. Through working hard to establish contact with parents and encouraging them to come to school events, attendance among Czech Roma pupils increased from 70% to 87% over the course of the school year (Estyn, 2014a). This further strengthens the argument that in order to combat non-attendance among disadvantaged learners, parental involvement is vital.






Why the school needs to respond to this agenda
Although the issue of non-attendance may not feature as prominently in School X’s Development Plan as it did in previous years, when absenteeism was a bigger problem, it has been identified as a key area which needs to be focused on due to the high standards which the school sets for itself. Estyn’s most recent report commented on how the attendance of eFSM pupils was significantly higher than other schools in South Wales in similar challenging social contexts (Estyn, 2015). Additionally, its publication on tackling poverty and disadvantage noted how School X has successfully implemented strategies which resulted in attendance levels increasing by 8% over the course of five years (Estyn, 2012). This successful work has seen the school placed in the ‘Green support school’ category, indicating an institution which is highly effective and has a track record of sustaining a high level of learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2018). This evidence asserts that School X should continue to tackle this issue to ensure it continues to uphold its glowing reputation and have a strong impact on pupil attainment.
	Furthermore, in the most recent School Development Plan, the school set itself the target of remaining in the top quartile for attendance. The greater influx of pupils into Year 7 and students arriving from other disadvantaged schools in lower support categories presents a number of potential problems. Zhang (2003) and Reid (2012) are in agreement that truancy and absenteeism normally starts in primary school, suggesting that increasing the number of pupils from primary schools in a similarly deprived area may bring with it an increase in pupils who have shown signs of truancy or absenteeism previously. Additionally, accepting disadvantaged learners from other less effective local secondary schools provides challenge as School X needs to think carefully about how to assimilate these students into the culture of the school as quickly as possible and reduce any other undesirable behaviours. The school may wish to put more energy into pursuing new endeavours, but considering its challenging social context and high percentage of underprivileged learners, it needs to make sure it maintains tight control over strategies which have been used to improve attendance so effectively in the past.
	



















How the school has responded
School Support
School X employs a large team of Pastoral Support Officers who work tirelessly to establish strong relationships with pupils and their parents/guardians, gathering important data and background knowledge which helps the school to understand the needs of each pupil. Moreover, they closely monitor attendance each morning, taking note of absences at registration time and subsequently enquiring about the whereabouts of these absentees. This suggests that School X fully understands that schools which are successful at tackling pupil deprivation are those who spend a considerable amount of time developing the social and emotional skills of disadvantaged learners. They also follow the recommendation that schools should restructure their pastoral team to deal more directly with the specific needs of disadvantaged learners (Estyn, 2014b). Using Pastoral Support Officers effectively also helps to add a personal touch to suit the needs of each student; continuous engagement will more than likely serve to strengthen the learner’s wellbeing. As a result, any negative perceptions which they previously had about school may begin to change, resulting in their school attendance increasing. 
	The school also effectively utilises Attendance Focus Groups, who are clearly identified in strategies to tackle attendance in the School Development Plan. These groups meet regularly to analyse and discuss attendance percentages, while also tracking percentages across year groups and using data to identify any students displaying trends which may start to indicate non-attendance. Reid (2012) has criticised some schools for not using their data appropriately to identify non-attendance, while also stressing that early intervention is crucial if absenteeism is to be addressed and dealt with effectively. School X’s actions clearly strengthen the notion that schools are successful in challenging contexts when they use data appropriately	to track the progress of disadvantaged learners (Estyn, 2014b). Building on the knowledge gained from Pastoral Support Officers and other support services, the school can track each pupil, particularly those who may have already shown signs of truancy or non-attendance, and intervene before issues get out of hand.

Parental Engagement
School X works hard to establish good relationships with parents and guardians, intending to involve them heavily in the education of their children. The school’s leadership team uses the school switchboard each morning to answer concerns presented by parents in the local community. This has been recognised as having an important role in improving pupil attendance (Estyn, 2015). Additionally, the school uses a text messaging system to monitor attendance; if a pupil is absent during the first period of the school day, a message will be sent directly to parents to inform them of this. This measure has proved to be increasingly popular among parents (Estyn, 2012), and continues to be implemented effectively. School X’s actions show that it understands how parents are primarily responsible for ensuring the regular attendance of their child, and by engaging closely with them, it can lead to a rise in attendance (Welsh Government, 2011).
	Moreover, working closely with parents provides a way for the school to emphasise the importance of attendance. It is believed that some parents of children from disadvantaged backgrounds are actually unaware of the importance of attendance [CITATION]. Consequently, this results in an increase of pupil absenteeism from school. (CITATION NEEDED). Reid (2003) argues that this is often the fault of the school because it doesn’t place raising the profile of attendance high enough on its list of priorities in the School Development Plan. Some schools have dealt with the issue by automatically sending out letters to parents if attendance falls below a certain level (Welsh Government, 2011). School X’s strategy here involves sending letters to parents if their child achieves at least 95% attendance each term (Estyn, 2012). This emphasises how the school fully understands the importance of parental involvement in tackling attendance. The use of letters helps  to raise the profile of attendance, yet making a concerted effort to share good news with parents about their children guarantees that collaboration between the two groups remains strong. As a result, they can continue to work together effectively to deal with absenteeism issues.

Quality of Teaching and Curriculum Engagement
School X displays one of its key Three Year Priorities as ‘ensuring that the quality of teaching is good or excellent in nearly all lessons, engaging pupils’ interest and develop skills, knowledge and understanding’ (Appendix A, 2) This is also reflected in the History Department Improvement Plan, which states that the school should maintain the quality of teaching within the department. Clear steps are set out to achieve this, notably through frequent lesson observations and feedback, while also using the Executive Teaching and Learning group to share good teaching practice and give guidance on how to incorporate it into teaching. Estyn (2014b) views the schools who are most successful at improving attendance as those which recognise that good teaching leads to greater pupil engagement. Teachers who employ the best practice will be effective in engaging disadvantaged learners who are particularly challenged, while also providing enough innovation to push other eFSM learners who need greater challenge.
Additionally, School X has developed strategies which enables all pupils to access the curriculum; a programme of withdrawal for struggling students complements a group of in-class support learners who provide effective guidance for those with greater educational needs. Staff are also trained to implement different methods which enable the most challenged students to access the curriculum (Appendix C). Schools which are most effective at improving attendance often make considerable efforts to improve inadequacies in their teaching and also offer a wide range of curriculum choices to students (Estyn 2014a). This strong degree of learning support, combined with making the curriculum more accessible to everyone, may help to contribute to an increase in attendance. 

Pupil Involvement in School Life
School X also promotes a wide range of extra-curricular activities, enabling all pupils to play a part in wider school life. It has well-established links with the sports clubs within the area, notably the local rugby club. Additionally, numerous out-of-hours academic support clubs provide students with the opportunities to develop subject-related skills and expand on their existing knowledge. Cummings et al (2012) have questioned the impact which extra-curricular activities have on educational attainment but do acknowledge they can be used effectively to develop a sense of competence among pupils. Reid (2012) has also stressed the importance of this, suggesting that increasing the self-esteem of particular groups of pupils may have a considerable impact on improving attendance. Considering School X’s composition of over 35% eFSM learners, its abundance of clubs show that it has clearly thought about the impact which extra-curricular activities have on increasing self-esteem. Creating a feeling of achievement among many pupils and improving their wellbeing implies they are more likely to enjoy school and attend enthusiastically. 
	School X has also integrated strong pupil involvement at a departmental level; key strategies in the school’s History Departmental Improvement Plan include involving the pupils in Departmental Development Planning and Departmental Self Evaluation, alongside reintroducing and rebranding the pupil voice (Appendix B). This was created with the intention of placing students at the heart of their own learning, while also enabling them to have a real input into departmental change (Estyn, 2012). Atkinson et al (2000, 83) found from studies on strategies to prevent non-attendance that listening to pupils was a key element in encouraging students to attend school. This is particularly important for disadvantaged students, not only because providing them with this platform can help to raise aspirations and self-esteem, but also make it easier for them to buy into the positive school culture, something which is often regarded as being difficult for them to do (Estyn, 2012). Moreover, these strategies also show that School X clearly understands that in order to be successful in a challenging context, it needs to listen to disadvantaged learners and provide them with opportunities to play a full part in school life (Estyn, 2014b). As previously mentioned, this can lead to an increase in self-esteem, which has been shown to have some impact on high levels of attendance.




Results
The strategies implemented by the school have resulted in attendance improving attendance almost every year from 2012 (Estyn, 2012), with the most recent year being marked at around 94% (My Local School). This is actually a slight drop from the year which preceded it, although it remains higher than other schools in similar challenging social contexts. This suggests that School X’s strategies continue to have a positive impact on attendance.
	Regular attendance also appears to have an impact on learner achievement; the percentage of learners achieving Level 2 has improved each year, with the number of eFSM learners achieving this threshold remaining higher than the National Average (My Local School). From this data, it could be implied that increased levels of attainment have arisen as a result of high attendance levels. Although there are a number of other factors which will undoubtedly have had an influence on attainment, attending school regularly provides learners, especially those with disadvantaged backgrounds, with the opportunity to experience the effective support which School X provides.
	The impact of high attendance is also commented on in the History Self Evaluation Report; the subject has incredibly high levels of attendance, which is further illustrated by pupil participation, enjoyment and engagement in their learning. Key Stage 4 data also displays how attainment between eFSM and non-FSM students has dropped considerably over the previous three years, with the difference now being described as ‘negligible’ (Appendix C, ). The difference cannot necessarily be applied across the whole school, due to the small proportion of students taking GCSE History in the most recent year. Nevertheless, the fact that eFSM pupils did 21% better than expected, combined with high levels of attendance, suggests that the more disadvantaged learners are benefitting considerably from attending school regularly. Through gaining access to the curriculum and being provided with the same opportunities as their eFSM counterparts, they are able to raise their skills to a similar level.
	
After examining all of the evidence, it can be suggested that the wide range of strategies which School X uses to tackle attendance, both explicit and indirect, has had a significant impact on the attainment and wellbeing of pupils, especially those who are more disadvantaged.











Recommendations for Improvement
· The arrival of the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015) will present many new challenges as students are exposed to different styles of learning. School X should develop strategies which ensure that the quality of teaching which has influenced high levels of attendance is not affected considerably by these changes. Strategies should also take into account the needs of each individual and ensure that learners across the ability spectrum are well provided for.
· Despite the strong relationships with parents and guardians which School X has developed, some parents from deprived working backgrounds continue to be averse towards establishing contact with School X. The school should develop strategies which focus on contacting these parents in particular and seek out ways to bring them on board.
· Extra-curricular clubs have proven to be very popular among students and have played a significant role in generating self-esteem, thus ensuring higher levels of participation and attendance for most pupils. School X should work towards trialling new academic clubs which not only provide a greater degree of support, but also increase pupil engagement within a particular subject. A lunchtime Spanish club has recently been introduced yet, despite pupil recommendations, a History or Geography club which caters to the needs of Key Stage 3 students is still absent. School X should work towards creating a lunchtime/after-school club which amalgamates these subjects at the very least.
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