Good morning.
My presentation will be looking at the subject of school attendance. It will consider the policies and practices within Wales and the United Kingdom and compare them with Japan. I will report on the various findings of research regarding rewards and punishments linked to attendance and truancy as well as the impact on the learning outcomes of pupils.

It is worth noting that when using the term ‘truancy’ this refers to children being absent from school without good reason, which is recorded as unauthorised absence by schools. 

The Education Act (1996, online) states “If a child of compulsory school age who is a registered pupil at a school fails to attend regularly at the school, his parent is guilty of an offence”. Taking this in to consideration it is unsurprising that statutory regulations and guidance exists regarding parenting contracts, parenting orders and fixed penalty notices. However, only non-statutory guidance and strategies exist in regard to assisting “schools and local authorities maintain high levels of school attendance” (Department of Education, 2018a, p3) and in supporting “the development of a robust attendance strategy” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2011, p2). This means that individual schools are responsible for creating their own policies, setting their own targets and therefore their own reward/punishment systems as well as local authorities setting their own “wildly different approaches to managing absences across the country” (Robertson, 2018, online). 

Currently the Government states that local councils will impose a £120 fine, which is halved to £60 if paid within 21 days (UK Government, 2019, online). However, Robinson stated that of 115 councils across England and Wales some issued no fines at all whilst Lancashire issued almost 7000. Very recent figures have revealed that fines increased by 93% in England to almost 223,000 in 2017-18 and that the most common reason was for unauthorised family holiday absence (BBC News, 2019, online). What is unclear is whether imposing more fines was leading to better school attendance in England. Considering the difference in how the separate countries in Britain approach term time holidays it is difficult to compare. In Wales schools can grant up to 10 days absence at the head teachers discretion, in Scotland there are no fines however schools do not usually give permission and in Northern Ireland they are recorded as unauthorised but no fines are given.

What is clear is that in a review commissioned by Welsh Government “fining parents for taking children out of school during term time had no effect on overall absence rates in Wales” (Contact group, 2018, online). In fact it found that at local authority level there was no apparent relationship between issuing fines and the level of unauthorised absences, rather that levels have increased since fines were introduced in 2013 (Welsh Government, 2018a, p8). 

Considering the evidence that is available I would conclude that fining parents for taking their child on holiday during term time is futile, mainly because even when the fine is added to the cost of the holiday it is still likely to be far less than had the holiday been taken during school holidays. And what may be surprising is that 53.5% of all absences in 2017/18 from mainstream primary schools in Wales were because of illness whereas only 0.6% were for agreed family holidays and 10.8% for unauthorised family holidays (Welsh Government, 2018b, p2). The figures for secondary schools were 57.7% for illness, 2.4% for agreed holidays and 4.3% for unauthorised holidays. (Welsh Government, 2018c, p2).

Links are often made between attendance levels and eligibility to free school meals with the Department for Education (2018b, p3) claiming “Pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) have higher rates of absence from school than other pupils at all ages”. And whilst data from the 3 schools where I am a governor on the attendance panel and therefore regularly scrutinizing the figures doesn’t analyse the correlation between attendance and FSM pupils there are remarkable connections that can be made. 2018 figures from one of the schools shows that despite having 37.6% FSM pupils our attendance for the same year was 94.5%. A school approximately 7 miles away, in a particularly affluent area, had just 3.7% FSM pupils and attendance of 94.2%. Despite having 10 times the amount of FSM pupils we still managed a better attendance record (My Local School, 2019, online). I believe this to be strongly affected by the procedures we currently have in place and here are some of the comments made during our most recent ESTYN inspection last year demonstrating that pupil’s attendance does not have to be affected by their FSM eligibility. 

It is our practice to send home an electronic print out of a child’s attendance at every half term and end of term point. This ensures that parents are fully aware of their child’s level and has proved to be enlightening to some who fail to comprehend that just one day off a fortnight transfers to an attendance level of 90%. And although excellent and improved attendance is celebrated with certificates there are no further reward schemes in place.

This is contrary to the practice of many schools that offer considerable incentives. A secondary school in Derbyshire stands by its robust reward system, which offers gift vouchers, prom tickets, driving lessons and even an Ipad for various behaviours such as effort, attitude, contributions and of course attendance (Anthony Gell School, 2019, online). However, according to data for the 2016/17 academic year its overall absence rate was 5.9% compared to the average of 5.4% in all English state-funded schools, whilst its persistent absence rate was 15.8% compared to 13.5% (UK Government, 2019, online). 

What these facts and figures demonstrate is that free school meals eligibility does not need to impact on attendance and that reward systems often don’t work. With a growing consensus that reward schemes can even be damaging, (George, 2018, online) (Bodkin, 2018, online) my conclusion would be that offering high value rewards does nothing to improve a pupil’s intrinsic drive to want to attend school and achieve. 

ESTYN (2015, p18) suggests “schools develop incentive systems that reward improved or full attendance over a rolling period, such as five weeks at a time. This allows all pupils to continue to aim for high attendance, because after any period of absence their target can be set again” but they recommend employing common strategies, with consistent attention to a variety rather than one in particular. And herein lies the difficulty. Different schools, with different pupil characteristics, with varying levels of deprivation, medical needs, special educational needs and so on, don’t fit one particular model. And whilst it was my initial thought that the Government should be providing clear policies, in hindsight these will only be effective for some provisions, detrimental for others. Guidance, on-going research and constant monitoring would appear to be the only way in which schools can be effective in improving attendance. 

I would now like to touch briefly on the link between absence and attainment. In research carried out in 2016 The Department for Education (2016a, p4) found that “as overall absence levels increase the average percentage of pupils achieving different levels of attainment at the end of KS2 and KS4 decreases”. However when they looked at the reasons for absence, it could not offer any further links. In other words, regardless of the cause for missing school a child is less likely to achieve. This backs up my belief that whether authorised or not, due to illness or holidays, an absence is an absence. 

Detailed findings of the research included that at the end of KS2 “pupils with no absences are 1.3 times more likely to achieve level 4 or above, and 3.1 times more likely to achieve level 5 or above, than pupils that missed 10-15 per cent of all sessions” (Department for Education, 2016a, p12) and at KS4 “pupils with no absence are 2.2 times more likely to achieve 5 or more GCSEs or equivalent at grades A*-C including English and mathematics and 4.7 times more likely to achieve the English Baccalaureate than pupils missing 10-15 per cent of KS4 sessions” (Department for Education, 2016a, p16).

Similar research in Wales has found that whilst 94% of pupils with no absence achieved the Foundation Phase Indicators (FPI), only 43.3% of pupils missing between 30 and 50% of sessions did. Similarly, of pupils with full attendance 94.1% reached the Core Subject Indicators (CSI) at KS2 whereas this was only 57.6% with 30 to 50% absence. Unfortunately the further through school a child progresses the more absence affects attainment. With under 4% absence 91.8% achieve CSI at KS3 whilst when over half of sessions are missed this falls to just 42.2%. And even more significant is that at KS4 and less than 4% absences 74.8% achieve the level 2 threshold but for those with over 50% absence the success rate is only 7.5% (Welsh Government, 2017a, p29-31).

On the other side of the world however is Japan. Renowned for its education system that consistently ranks as a top performing country according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), with reasons including the combination of a hard work ethic, access to technological resources and extracurricular activities (Fair Reporters, 2015, online). With a school system that includes nine years of compulsory education, from age 6 to 15, it is enlightening to discover that 98.1% go on to high school and despite over 50% of graduates passing university entrance exams 97% of graduates immediately seek work and are able to secure employment (Nippon, 2016, online).

Results from OECD (2016a, p5) found that “Student truancy is less of a problem in Japan than in other PISA-participating countries/economies. On average across OECD countries, 20% of students reported that they had skipped one day of school or more in the two weeks prior to the PISA test; in Japan, 2% of students so reported” compared to the United Kingdom, as a whole, where 25% of students reported missing a days school, whilst Wales reports a staggering 35%. Even more worrying is the UK rise between 2012 and 2015 of 8% which signals that “students’ engagement with school has deteriorated during that period” (OECD, 2016b, p7).

In order to understand the wide disparity between attendance levels in Japan and the UK it is important to recognise the different attitudes and approaches. In a speech delivered by MP Nick Gibb at the Education Reform Summit in 2015, the Schools Minister answered the very broad question of ‘What is the purpose of education?’ His response was that “Education is the engine of our economy, it is the foundation of our culture, and it’s an essential preparation for adult life” (Gibb, 2015, online). He went on to describe the 3 objectives he believed to be at the heart of the education system, economy, culture and preparation for adult life. Whilst the Welsh Government are currently introducing a new curriculum that will provide children with “an ambition to make the most of their potential, lay the foundation for a lifetime of learning and achievement, and equipping them with the right skills for a changing world” (Welsh Government, 2017b, p42). These comments say to me that citizens have a duty to their country, its economy and its success.

These aims differ greatly form the Japanese model which states that “Education must be provided with the aim of fully developing the individual character, as we endeavor to cultivate a people that is sound in mind and body and imbued with the qualities that are necessary in the people who make up a peaceful and democratic nation and society” (MEXT, 2019, online). The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) are responding to non- attendance by “(1) enhancing emotional education and achieving easy-to-understand lessons and enjoyable schools, (2) improving the quality of teachers, and (3) enhancing the education counselling system” (MEXT, 2010, p9). It is clear that Japan’s solution isn’t fining parents or rewarding children in response to attendance levels, it has a sustained cultural belief that failings are due to the system not the pupils or their parents, and in opposition to the UK, that the country has a duty towards its citizens and not the other way around.

The OECD declares that Japan “relies on the high-priority it places on education and on its holistic model of education” (OECD, 2018, p3). Japan’s youth grow up surrounded by the mind-set that everyone can achieve, but it takes hard work. Moral standards and student motivation is therefore high. This consequently ensures a high level of school attendance. Japanese students are “expected to succeed, subject to the right amount of effort, perseverance and self-discipline” (OECD, 2018, p35) and therefore understand that their efforts will pay off when they reach adulthood. 

I suggest that this is what is missing in Wales and Britain as a whole. But can this be changed by three system goals, twelve strategic priorities and five policy principles as suggested by The Department of Education (2016b, p3) or by 4 purposes, 6 areas of learning and experience, 3 cross curricular responsibilities and new assessment arrangements of a new curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017c, online)?
Our children, and too often their parents, fail to realise the link between school engagement with success and happiness in adult life let alone the link between school attendance and achievement. And whilst we may learn a thing or two from countries where attendance and achievement are higher, and Governments do what they feel is required to overhaul the failings of the current systems it is unlikely that they will have an immediate effect. And that is the point, Japan’s educational achievement isn’t a new concept, its been built on for years. But with such turbulent and changeable political input I doubt Wales will ever accomplish similar success.
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