Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target – Improving Attendance, Particularly for Those Eligible for Free School Meals and Pupils in Years 10 and 11.

Attendance at school and regular engagement with the curriculum reinforce academic achievement, wellbeing, and social mobility (Welsh Government, 2023, p.7). Estyn’s Effective Practice in Tackling Poverty and Disadvantage in Schools report suggests also that long-term attendance influences social mobility and that absenteeism results in a sequence of lost learning leading to lower attainment which leads to poorer employment opportunities (Estyn, 2012).  This essay critically evaluates the specific impact of attendance on year 10 and 11 pupils and those on Free School Meals [FSM] as a strategic school improvement target through analysis of the key challenges and barriers to pupil engagement in the context of Welsh education policies associated with school improvement, such as the Belonging, Engaging and Participating report from the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2023). This essay argues that attendance is influenced by complex and multiple intersectional factors such as wellbeing, school-home relationships, socio-economic status, and additional learning needs, none of which should not be considered in isolation (Welsh Government, 2023, p.5). To explore these challenges, this essay presents an analysis of these intersecting factors through scrutiny of the methodologies schools use to improve followed by a literature review on attendance, an exploration of emerging trends, a case study of a school’s attendance improvement strategy, a critical and discursive reflection, and finally a summary of the key findings. 
	The methodologies schools use in Wales to improve are drawn from the Welsh Government’s School Improvement Guidance (Welsh Government, 2022), a comparison of education policies from within the UK (EPI, 2021) and comparative, data-driven analyses of international policies (Dept for Education, 2020).  The Welsh Government’s School Improvement Guidance (Welsh Government, 2022) details a comprehensive and synthesised approach to improving educational outcomes via a triangulation of data derived from self-evaluation, mesosystemic multi-agency collaboration (schools, LEAs, regional consortia, and Estyn), and a robust and transparent accountability of leadership strategies which result in improvement priorities via a school development plan.  
However, Wales’s collaborative school improvement model faces considerable challenges due to the socioeconomic inequality which results in widening attainment gaps in disadvantaged areas. This relationship between low educational outcomes and high inequality in Wales compared with the other UK regions has been ascertained by the Institute of Fiscal Studies (2023) and according to the EPI’s report on the comparison of schools across the UK, Wales lingers behind the other UK nations in relation to funding. According to the EPI’s report, targeted interventions are therefore made more challenging due to a reliance on decentralised funding with a high degree of local autonomy which lead to inconsistent resource allocation. Finally, the School Improvement Systems in High-Performing Countries report examines how Estonia, Finland, Germany, Singapore, and Taiwan enhance educational outcomes. Like the Welsh Government’s School Improvement Guidance, this report highlights school self-evaluation, external inspections, teacher quality, and equity-focused policies as indicators of success, and like the Welsh Government, high-performing nations emphasise autonomy, accountability, professional development, and targeted support for disadvantaged students. (Department for Education, 2020). Despite these funding challenges which exacerbate socio-economic inequality in Wales, comparisons with the wider UK and international policies highlight self-evaluation, accountability, and equity-focused strategies as key to school improvement and success.
Attendance is widely acknowledged to be a key performance indicator of school success. The Welsh Government Attendance in Secondary Schools reports data which show the significant impact of absenteeism on poor academic performance (Estyn, 2014, p.2). Furthermore, the Public Accountability Measures 2019-2020 Guidance offers a standardized model to use for the consistent monitoring of attendance across educational institutions (Welsh Local Government, 2020). More recent Research presented in the Attendance Secondary: 27 May to 14th June 2024 signals a correlation between attendance and attainment and shows that school with high attainment levels across all key stages also have strong, consistent attendance (Welsh Government, 2024). This reinforces the mutually beneficial relationship between curriculum engagement, attainment and attendance. This Research goes on to state that:
The most effective way of minimising the adverse effect that absence has on a pupil’s attainment is to prevent all unnecessary absence and where the absence is unavoidable, to help children catch up the work they have missed (Welsh Government, 2024, p.2)

However, in a funding model which can only at best mitigate socio-economic inequality, the substantial resources required to fund catch up programmes or even additional timetabled lessons for unavoidable absence seems untenable. Naturally, therefore, a responsibility is placed onto schools to involve and engage parents and carers to agree on the importance of attendance to attainment and social mobility.
According to Goodall & Vorhaus (2011) parents face barriers such as school obstacles, practical constraints (cost, time, transport), language and literacy difficulties, and low confidence. Sustaining engagement requires committed leadership, staff expertise, funding, and outreach to disengaged parents. (Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011). Goodall & Montgomery (2014) differentiate ‘involvement’ and ‘engagement’; the latter is merely a passive interaction with an activity, whereas the latter implies a much more meaningful engagement with an intervention. The proposed continuum transitions from parental involvement with schools to engagement in children’s learning. This shifts the attention from microsystemic child-parent or school-parent interaction towards more mesosystemic interventions which link together these microsystems. Rather than this being a linear process, the continuum reflects a complex nexus of interactions (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014, pp. 399-4000).  The Welsh Government's guidance document, Belonging, Engaging and Participating (2023), emphasises the importance of family and community engagement in improving pupil attendance. As Bronfenbrenner theorised, this mesosystemic strata in the pupil’s ecology connects two or more of the child’s microsystems, for example school-home relationships, pupil-teacher communication, interactions with peers. Positive interactions in the mesosystem reinforce a pupil’s behaviour while negative interactions undermine them.  However, the mesosystem could do more than simply connect existing microsystems; it might strengthen and supplement those foundational microsystems if they are weak.   The report also notes the importance of schools in identifying pupils who require assistance and additional support, and that early multi-agency intervention can circumvent escalating problems. 
The Welsh Government document, Absenteeism from Secondary Schools September 2023 to August 2024 (2024), provides rich data relating to the attendance of pupils of compulsory school age in maintained middle, secondary and special schools. Most dramatic of these statistics are data which show that the percentage of half-day sessions missed by pupils has doubled between 20188/19 and 2023/24, and that secondary pupils eligible for FSM missed just over a fifth of half-day sessions in 2023/24 compared with just under ten percent of those not eligible for free school meals. The data differentiate between year group level too, showing that the largest fall in attendance was recorded among year 11 pupils in 2022/23. In 2023/24. persistent absence in FSM pupils was recorded at 61.4% in FSM pupils compared with 35.5% in 2018/19. Further intersectional factors were identified in the report; absence by sex, ethnic background, SEN/ALN designation all interact with socio-economic status which results in a complex, individualistic and polyvalent barriers to good attendance.  Criticism of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model might emerge here as being too focused on external social systems instead of the subject positionality of the individual and the construction of identity. The relationships between systems are perhaps much more complex than home, school, and peers, and rather more nuanced in identification with protected characteristics and social group.  Is Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model enough to accommodate these complex, dynamic intersections between the individual and their social system, and, if not, what needs to be adapted to accommodate a more nuanced subjectivity? What are the implications for the prioritising of parental engagement in the improvement of pupil attendance over other methodologies, for example, reward for good attendance? The research suggests that school improvement priorities for attendance should be directed at socio-economic factors, mitigating poverty, and parental engagement, especially concerning pupils in year 11, and the next part of the essay describes and critically evaluates a case study of a school improvement plan with a strategic focus on attendance. 
This case study of attendance interventions took place in a medium-sized secondary school in South Wales (School A). The school recorded an attendance rate of 86.8% and 15% of pupils on FSM in 2024 (Local School Data). One of the aspirations of the school improvement plan was to “improve attendance, particularly in pupils eligible for free school meals and pupils in year 10 and 11”. This target reflects the aforementioned research evidence which states that FSM pupils and also those in year 11 are most at risk of persistent absenteeism.  Across the academic years 2018-19 to 2022-23, School A’ attendance rate declined significantly below the national trend with a notable decline especially in the last year compared with comparable schools. The research notes that FSM pupils attend less frequently than the national average, and persistent absenteeism is a particular problem in school A . Estyn noted in School A’s recent inspection report that the school has responded with a variety of proactive interventions to improve attendance, namely: “a strong partnership between the school, parents, carers and pupils”, and with other external bodies in the mesosystem such as local authority attendance and wellbeing services, reward schemes, assistance in overcoming barriers, and intervention at an early stage.  This case study analysis critically analyses each of these four primary interventions, which can be broadly categorised as being: 1) parental engagement in the pupil’s mesosystemic structure, 2) the reliability of success in reward systems, 3) equality, equity and the removal of barriers, and 4) the effectiveness of early intervention. 
School A has developed holistic approaches to engage parents in their child’s learning.  Classcharts is a school management software which allows teachers to record attendance and behaviour. Communicating with parents via digital platforms provides real-time updates in a culture of transparency, which in turn leads to the development of trust and belonging on behalf of the parents. This is especially significant in low SES communities where mistrust of the school system is frequently reported. Classcharts may also facilitate data-evidenced interventions that are personalised to the individual pupil, for example, measurement of individual patterns of absenteeism, truancy, and behaviour. However, low digital literacy in low SES communities may present a challenge to the efficacy of digital communication of this nature and behaviour tracking alone might also be too reactive instead of supportive and preventative. This is why schools need to develop parental engagement via a rage of holistic methodologies. The Welsh Government’s Belonging, Engaging and Participating (2023) document emphasises relationship building in school engagement policies and states that communication in isolation is not sufficient; trust and belonging through shared decision making and engagement should be central to the intervention. 
School A’s attendance policy states that “reward schemes for individual learners, classes and year groups who have high levels of school attendance and/or have shown to significantly improve their attendance rates.” While rewards can form positive reinforcement (Skinner, 1953), recognition for good attendance at the individual, class, and group level encourages a more powerful collective responsibility for attendance. School A approaches it rewards using this multivalent approach with rewards given to individuals with high attendance scores and to whole classes, for example, the form with the best attendance record. However, rewarding attendance in this way can exclude those with genuine health-related obligations towards greater absenteeism and completely fail to capture those pupils who have significantly improved their attendance if that attendance is still below perfect. Rewarding attendance without tackling the underpinning causes of attendance does not affect the structural issues which form barriers to student attendance. The Welsh Government’s Belonging, Engaging and Participating (2023) document emphasises the significance of pastoral support, wellbeing and engaging learning environments as drivers of attendance rather than rewards. 
One particularly innovative reward strategy employed by School A was to strategically target seasonal periods of traditionally poor attendance, such as the run up towards the Christmas break. School A’s “12 Days of Christmas” intervention rewards individuals in each year group daily in the 12 days leading to the end of term. If a pupil attends on a given day, their name is randomly selected at lunchtime by a member of the senior leadership team, and one pupil is selected per year group for a reward. These rewards begin modestly: a free cup of hot chocolate, or a pass to skip the lunch queue, leading to more coveted rewards later in the season, for example, a pass to leave class early for lunch, and finally culminating in significant rewards such as book tokens at the end of the scheme. This intervention is highlighted as an example of best practice with a cameo in their recent Estyn report:
Cameo: Improving attendance through the ‘12 days of Christmas’ scheme the ‘12 days of Christmas’ scheme is one strategy to improve attendance. The school has identified a period before the end of the autumn term when pupils’ attendance drops, and as a result it has planned a series of activities and visits and offered specific prizes at the end of the term. By asking pupils for their opinions in order to identify their interests and requirements, the school has tailored provision to encourage them to come to school. Pupils speak highly of the ‘12 days of Christmas’. There was an increase of 10 percentage points in attendance compared to the same period last year. (Estyn, 2024)
However, the report goes on to state that despite this being an example of best practice, the intervention is not effective enough at improving attendance, especially those eligible for FSM:
However, although the school has implemented schemes such as ‘12 days of Christmas’ to encourage pupils to attend school, pupils’ attendance, especially among those who qualify for free school meals, is not high enough.  (Estyn, 2024)
This reinforces the need for more holistic approaches to interventions to improve attendance. School A combines the abovementioned parental engagement and reward strategies with early intervention measures (“variety of strategies to intervene at an early stage” ) and a focus on equity and the removal of barriers to good attendance (“assist to overcome any barriers that may be preventing the expected level of attendance”). 
This essay has critically examined the development of a strategic target aimed at improving school attendance, with a specific focus on pupils eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) and those in Years 10 and 11. Attendance is complex and multifaceted in nature and demonstrates how socioeconomic inequality, parental engagement, and school improvement strategies intersect to influence pupil outcomes. The analysis suggests that, while targeted interventions, including school-wide attendance initiatives and digital communication tools, can contribute to improved attendance, they are insufficient in isolation and that addressing attendance requires a holistic approach that transcends school-based strategies to tackle systemic socioeconomic barriers, build meaningful parental engagement, and ensure robust support structures within schools. Furthermore, while reward schemes can provide short-term gains, long-term sustainability depends on deeper structural changes, particularly in resourcing and leadership. Ultimately, attendance improvement must be embedded within a broader macrosystemic consideration of educational equity and social mobility. Schools, policymakers, and communities must collaborate to create inclusive and supportive environments where all pupils, regardless of background, can engage fully in their education.
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