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Summary

Keir Starmer’s government faces a uniquely difficult set of policy 
and delivery problems in an enormously challenging economic and 
fiscal context. Within that, it has committed to a new approach of 
mission-led government that will work in a more joined-up way to 
deliver ambitious and measurable long-term objectives. 

These aspirations have much in common with the policy goals and 
delivery approach of the last Labour government of the late 1990s 
and 2000s. In a new series, the Institute for Government will explore 
what lessons Starmer and his cabinet can learn from the experiences 
of those Blair and Brown governments. It begins with this case study 
on absence from school.

Why school absence matters 
School absence is a serious problem whose impacts are felt across society. Because  
of school absence, pupils miss important lessons, teachers have extra burdens of 
catch-up, and parents have to look after a child who is at home. Poor attendance is 
linked to low attainment and being NEET (not in education, employment or training), 
alongside a wide range of other risks, including poor mental health, self-harm, teenage 
pregnancy, drug and alcohol use, unemployment and offending.

Absence can become an issue for any child. But absence rates are significantly higher 
for disadvantaged children, including pupils eligible for free school meals and those 
who have special educational needs and disabilities. 

Absence can be triggered by multiple factors in young people’s lives. The most 
frequent cause is and has always been illness (physical or mental) but many 
other factors can lie behind it, including special educational needs, boredom or 
disengagement at school, severe difficulties at home, fear of bullying or crime, 
problems with sleep, and transport difficulties.*

Absence was reduced in the 2000s 
When the Blair government took office in 1997, school absence rates were high and 
absence was rightly identified as a driver of low attainment and crime. Tony Blair 
made the issue an early priority, and throughout the Blair and Brown administrations 
the government pursued a wide range of actions to tackle the causes of absence and 
encourage better attendance. 

*	 See the Appendix for more detail on the distribution of absence, its costs and its many contributory causes.
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A long-term downward trend in absence began after 2000–01 and continued for  
more than a decade. By 2013–14 school absence had fallen by a third in primary 
schools and by 42% in secondary schools (see Figure 1). ‘Persistent absence’ rates  
(the proportion of pupils missing 10% of their schooling or more) improved even 
faster, falling by around 45% in the seven years from 2006–07 when it was first 
measured (see Figure 2). 

After 2013–14, progress stalled and absence began to edge up for disadvantaged 
groups, especially in secondary schools. Then absence rates exploded in the wake  
of the pandemic. 

Figure 1 Absence rate, state-funded schools in England, 1997–98 to 2023–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Children, Schools and Families, ‘Pupil absence in schools in 
England, including pupil characteristics’, 2006–07 and DfE, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 2006–07 to 2023–24. 
Notes: Absence rate is the total number of sessions missed due to absence for all pupils as a percentage of the total 
number of possible sessions for all pupils. One session is equal to half a day. 2019–20 is omitted because data was not 
published. 2020–21 is omitted because absence rate excluded schooling missed due to Covid circumstances. 2021–22 
data excludes a small amount of absence related to Covid-19 testing.
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Figure 2 Pupils who are persistently absent, state-funded schools in England,  
1997–98 to 2023–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 2006–
07 to 2023–24. Notes: Persistent absence is the share of pupils missing at least 10% of school sessions. A session 
is a half day. Data is not available before 2006–07. 2019–20 is omitted because data was not published. 2020–21 
is omitted because the data excluded schooling missed due to Covid circumstances. 2021–22 data excludes a small 
amount of absence related to Covid-19 testing.

 
School absence is now an urgent problem again
Past progress in reducing overall absence rates has been reversed. The latest full year 
figures (for 2023–24) show that nearly 1.5 million pupils were persistently absent in 
England, with a particularly serious problem in secondary schools. More than 25% 
of pupils in state-funded secondary schools, and 43% of secondary pupils eligible 
for free school meals, missed at least 10% of their schooling. Improvement since 
the pandemic has been slow and some things have got worse, with the proportion of 
pupils missing at least half their schooling deteriorating year on year (see Figure 4). 

What can the government learn from its predecessors? 
This paper sets out how the last Labour government approached school absence, the 
outcomes that were achieved, then examines the trends seen under the Coalition 
and Conservative governments. It then draws out two sets of implications. Twelve 
recommendations on absence suggest how the Department for Education (DfE) and 
its partners should reduce current absence rates. Then 10 lessons for ‘mission-led 
government’ highlight how the government can learn from the experience of the 
2000s to embed an effective approach to delivery and achieve its objectives. 
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Box 1: Summary recommendations on school absence 
 
1. Understand the cost of absence

The government should commission and publish a comprehensive estimate  
of the costs of the absence and missing school crisis, which will run to billions. 
Understanding the cost will help ensure it receives the necessary attention  
and resources. 

2. Identify and communicate the root causes of absence 

Absence was reduced in the 2000s by tackling its causes. To achieve success, 
the current government will need to acknowledge and tackle all the factors that 
drive the current absence problem, including adolescent health, the special 
needs system, school disengagement, family stress, bullying and crime. 

3. Bring key partners on board in a comprehensive strategy 

DfE should mobilise effort across government and with the front line in a  
long-term strategy on absence and missing school, covering prevention, 
response and recovery. This should be led by a national delivery board chaired 
by a DfE minister, and link to a proper government co-ordinating mechanism for 
policy on children and young people.

4. Put attendance at the heart of schools policy 

Well-resourced schools, adequate special educational needs support, 
curriculum reform and attractive post-16 progression routes all helped improve 
attendance in the past. To succeed in reducing absence, the DfE will need to 
achieve a recovery in all these areas.

5. Support the front line with good practice 

DfE has made a good start in helping schools access good practice in managing 
attendance. It needs to sustain this and tackle new topics, focusing on severe 
absence, disadvantaged groups, reintegration of absentees, remote education, 
and best use of new technology. 

6. Rebuild the relationship with parents 

The state rightly expects parents to support their child’s school attendance. 
But many parents are struggling and worried, and need help and advice. 
Strengthening parents’ ability to support their children, and building trusting 
relationships between home and schools, will be key to success in the future. 
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7. Ensure health services play a bigger role in tackling absence 

The single biggest cause of school absence is, and always has been, illness. 
A public health approach to school absence could achieve a double dividend 
– catching health conditions early and helping children stay connected with 
learning with all the protective benefits that can bring.

8. Draw on the resources of policing and crime prevention 

The safer streets mission and the fight against absence each depend on the 
other succeeding. The Home Office and DfE should work together closely and 
ensure that neighbourhood policing teams contribute to safety around schools 
and on home-to-school routes.

9. Encourage and drive local partnerships 

Local partnership working on children’s issues has been under severe strain 
in recent years. DfE should promote effective local partnerships, invite local 
authorities to the table alongside schools and trusts, share good practice in local 
partnership working, and communicate joined-up national thinking on prevention. 

10. Make the strategy outcome-focused 

The government should set a clear target for cutting absence. This would 
provide a benchmark against which to judge resources and results, and drive 
the energy of implementation. A sensible aim would be to match past success, 
reducing persistent absence rates by 45% and severe absence by half over 
seven years. 

11. Jump-start action through funded ‘whole system’ pilots 

The government needs a catalyst for joined-up local action on absence. This 
could be through the ‘test and learn’ programme, or DfE could create a modern 
equivalent to Excellence in Cities and the Behaviour Improvement Programme, 
to support a whole-system response to absence, behaviour and attainment 
problems at local level. 

12. Watch the data like a hawk, evaluate and adapt

Close progress monitoring and evaluation were key to the last Labour 
government’s school absence programme. The current government has better 
in-year data on absence, and plentiful information on drivers such as bullying  
or children’s perceptions of school. It should use data to track progress and alter 
its approach if needed. 
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Box 2: What lessons should be learnt for mission-led government?
 
1. Governments can improve complex social outcomes 

The Blair government’s outcome targets were seen as risky at the time and 
the use of targets was not continued by the Coalition or the Conservative 
administrations. But the case study on school absence supports the new 
government’s mission approach: outcomes can be improved – and bad outcomes 
can be prevented – by sustained and coherent action. 

2. The prime minister’s involvement drives priority and accountability

The last Labour government’s school absence policy – like many of its 
achievements – shows the impact the prime minister can have in calling for 
action and tracking it through the Delivery Unit and No.10 ‘stocktakes’. The 
Starmer government was right to re-institute this system and should learn from 
the features that made it successful. 

3. The government should set targets for its pivotal objectives 

The decision to set public targets was a key ingredient in the success of absence 
policy in the 2000s, providing the spur to match resource and attention to the 
scale of the problem. The government should not be afraid to set clear and well-
designed targets for pivotal components of the missions. 

4. Implementation requires specific skills, which the government needs  
to foster 

The new government needs to remember that its move back to an outcome-
based approach to public services is an enormous change. Ministers are right 
to demand high performance – but they should also ensure that the system is 
developing and rewarding the delivery skills they require.

5. Problems with cross-cutting causes need cross-cutting solutions 

Absence could not have been reduced in the 2000s by schools alone: action 
extended beyond the school gate to policing, crime reduction, drug treatment 
services, youth services and parenting support. Departments will always need 
to reach outside their own silos to tackle complex problems. If they are a willing 
partner to others when asked for help, they are more likely to get a positive 
response when the roles are reversed. 
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6. The big gains come from policies that reinforce each other 

Behind school absence lies a bigger picture, of dramatic improvements in 
several forms of adolescent disadvantage over a short space of time. This is 
particularly marked for the generation who turned 16 around 2012. Compared 
with their predecessors this generation experienced much lower levels of 
absence from school, and also less exclusion, less teenage drug taking, lower 
alcohol use, better Level 2 attainment, higher staying-on rates, and fewer 
unwanted conceptions. Each of these developments is a story in its own right. 
But the fact that they all improved so significantly at the same time suggests  
a reinforcement effect, as each improving outcome reduced the risk factors for 
other outcomes. 

7. In a tight spending climate, collaboration is vital

The last Labour government ended up with coherent structures and objectives 
on children and youth, though it took a few years before this came about. 
Now, rebuilding a proper government co-ordinating mechanism for policy on 
children and young people would improve delivery and reduce cost, as well 
as contributing to several of the government’s missions. This is an issue the 
cabinet ought to address without delay.

8. There are low-cost interventions that work

With the spending review on everyone’s mind, it is easy to feel that delivery 
is all about money. But public spending was not the only tool used to reduce 
absence, or other delivery outcomes tackled by the last Labour government. 
Today’s missions should seek out such low-cost redesign and behavioural 
measures and harness their power wherever possible. 

9. Mission boards need to be visible and engaged with the front line

National targets don’t mean that delivery is achieved in Whitehall. 
Communicating and engaging with front-line partners should be a priority for 
Labour’s mission boards. This will allow partners and funders to understand the 
wider picture and see how they can contribute. It also creates space for some 
of the key benefits of mission-led government, by encouraging co-creation, 
innovation and citizen engagement. 

10. The government should use success stories to drive change 

Much of the current debate about government effectiveness is being conducted 
in the abstract. Concepts such as ‘rewiring’ or ‘being more agile’ are not wrong, 
but they are unspecific. Ministers will make faster progress if they convey a clear 
picture of the delivery methods they want to see, backed up by evidence that they 
can work. That is where this case study, and the series that follows, can help: by 
showing what a different way of making and delivering policy achieved in the past. 
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1. How did the last Labour government 
approach school absence?

We begin by summarising how the 1997–2010 Labour government 
approached school absence. 

Labour made absence an early strategic priority in 1997
Absence was one of several social issues propelled up the priority list in the early 
months of the Blair government. At the time, the focus was on ‘truancy’, more 
commonly described today as unauthorised absence. Several high-profile reports had 
drawn attention to the levels of truancy in schools, its correlation with low attainment, 
and high levels of offending among regular truants.1 Getting children back into school 
was thus seen as critical to the new government’s aims both on education and on 
crime. But this was part of a broader project. Blair’s first major policy speech, at the 
Aylesbury Estate on 2 June 1997, spoke of his desire to have “no forgotten people” in 
the new Britain, and criticised the government machine for lacking coherence and too 
often working at cross purposes.2

Blair’s No.10 created capacity to work on joined-up social problems 
Blair followed up the Aylesbury Estate speech by creating the Social Exclusion 
Unit (SEU), a new team in the Cabinet Office, whose purpose was to find “joined-
up solutions to joined-up problems”. The unit began work in December, and was 
staffed by civil servants from different government departments alongside front-line 
secondees. Truancy (and the related issue of school exclusion) represented its first 
project, and the prime minister kicked off its work by chairing a summit on truancy and 
exclusion at a London school.3 

The SEU worked across government and with the front line to 
understand root causes
The SEU worked closely with DfE,* the Home Office and other Whitehall departments 
– but also gathered evidence from local authorities, the police, other key front-line 
professions, and academic research. It conducted visits to schools and other projects 
working with young people in different parts of the country. The unit’s analysis 
and recommendations were discussed with its ministerial network (on which eight 
departments were represented). The recommendations were agreed by cabinet as 
government policy and the SEU’s report was then published in May 1998.4 

*	 The department responsible for schools has changed its name and role several times during the last three 
decades. It was the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) from 1995 until 2001, the Department 
for Education and Skills (DfES) until 2007, then the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) 
until 2010. It became the Department for Education in 2010. This case study will use the term Department 
for Education and abbreviation DfE to refer to all of these, except in relation to the specific discussion of the 
Department for Children, Schools and Families. 



13 REDUCING SCHOOL ABSENCE

The report identified complex causes of absence and  
fragmented responsibilities 
The report’s analysis confirmed the importance of tackling absence, citing links 
between truancy and low qualifications, unemployment and homelessness. The 
connection with crime was particularly striking, with the Metropolitan Police reporting 
that 5% of all offences were committed by children during school hours. 

The report found that truancy was more common for older pupils and children from 
poorer families. It identified a wide variety of factors contributing to truancy, including 
poor literacy, anxiety about coursework deadlines, dislike of particular lessons 
or teachers, and the impact of bullying, as well as parents condoning truancy or 
expecting their children to look after younger siblings.* 

The report found some examples of good practice both in preventing absence and 
responding to it, as well as in re-engaging pupils who had become disaffected. But 
overall, practice was inconsistent. Many schools were struggling with the basics and 
many were still using paper registers rather than electronic attendance management 
systems (which can identify absence patterns and generate instant messages to 
parents about missing pupils). 

The SEU found that the state’s response to both truancy and exclusion was under-
powered and fragmented. To quote from the report’s introduction:

	 “Many schools and other agencies lack the training, support, or simply time to get  
to grips with what are very difficult problems.

	 “All this has been compounded by fragmented responsibilities and lack of political 
attention at the highest level. At the moment, no one either nationally or locally  
has a clear overall responsibility to bring the level of truancy and exclusions down. 
We need to change that.”

The action plan to address absence
The report announced a national target to reduce unauthorised absence by a third, 
underpinned by a range of policies. These included targets at the local authority level 
and making attendance central to DfE’s area-based school improvement programmes. 
The government said that it would consult on disapplying the national curriculum 
in favour of work-related learning where that would motivate pupils better; roll out 
digital school registers; give police the explicit powers to take truants back to school; 
and introduce an option for courts to impose a ‘parenting order’ for parents who failed 
to ensure their child’s school attendance.5 

DfE took ownership of the plan and was accountable for progress 
The SEU report announced that DfE would lead work to reduce truancy. The 
department went on to oversee and fund significant programmes of spending and 
good practice support over the following years, extending well beyond the SEU’s 
original action plan. The work was overseen by a ministerial group on exclusion and 

*	 For a fuller and more recent checklist of causes of absence see the Appendix.
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truancy chaired by a DfE minister and including ministers from the Home Office, 
Health, Treasury, and the Minister for Housing and Local Government.6 As the action 
programme developed it was aligned with other high-priority work on tackling low 
attainment, poor behaviour and high exclusion rates. 

The department worked closely with the front line to raise the 
profile of attendance 
The department worked closely with local authorities and schools in taking forward its 
plans, recognising that it depended on local implementation and leadership. Absence 
became a key success measure for local authorities and schools; poor performance on 
attendance attracted attention; and Ofsted inspections scrutinised schools’ progress 
on attendance. Many local authorities took the message on attendance to heart and 
made it a key part of their education improvement plans.7

Two key spending programmes kick-started improvement 
The department created two main spending programmes to jump-start progress 
in areas facing the biggest challenges. Excellence in Cities (EiC) was a DfE-funded 
programme aimed at improving educational achievement in disadvantaged areas. It 
was focused on cities because, at the time, 95% of schools in which more than 35% 
of pupils were known to be eligible for free school meals were in urban areas.8 EiC 
provided resources for learning mentors to help pupils with academic or personal 
issues, and funded in-school learning support units to provide short-term teaching and 
support programmes. 

Beginning in 1999 with 24 local authority areas, including all 12 Inner London 
boroughs, EiC grew to cover a third of secondary schools in England by 2003/04. Its 
budget in 2000/01, its first full year, was £139 million.9,* The Behaviour Improvement 
Programme (BIP) was a follow-on programme that began in 2002 and covered the 
majority of local authorities by 2005/06. By that year it had spent £331 million.10 Like 
EiC, BIP embedded action on absence alongside behaviour and school exclusion. 

Local areas chose to spend most of the money on prevention 
The Behaviour Improvement Programme allowed local authorities to select multiple items 
from a menu of possible approaches, or to add ideas of their own. Their choices (analysed 
in the national evaluation) reveal the broad range of issues they saw as important:

•	 91% chose anti-bullying programmes

•	 71% ran initiatives to improve registration and attendance management

•	 65% experimented with an alternative curriculum

•	 65% introduced learning support units

•	 59% chose ‘extended schools’ (after-school study support, sport, arts etc)

•	 51% introduced police in schools

•	 41% chose support for parents with children at risk.11

*	 This and other figures in the report are cash figures i.e., in this case, 2001 prices.
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Good ideas were rolled out nationally 
Excellence in Cities and the Behaviour Improvement Programme were bolstered by 
many other actions designed to accelerate take-up of the best ideas. To improve 
attendance management, DfE funded electronic registration systems for more than 
500 schools between 2002 and 2005.12 The department introduced increased 
curriculum flexibility for 14- to 16-year-olds to increase the vocational and work-
related learning opportunities many young people said they wanted. The Youth 
Justice Board, the body set up in 1998 to oversee the youth justice system and local 
youth offending teams, collaborated with police leaders to roll out ‘safer school 
partnerships’, attaching a police officer to a school or cluster of schools to help tackle 
crime and antisocial behaviour and create a safer learning environment. 

There is a wealth of evaluation evidence from these programmes, which will be 
discussed later. Some of the evidence was generated by Ofsted, which was a key player 
in disseminating lessons from emerging good practice.

Sanctions played a role alongside support
Throughout its time in office Labour emphasised the responsibility of parents for 
their children’s school attendance. The government introduced the parenting order 
in 1998, which required parents to attend classes to help them improve their child’s 
attendance, and legislated in 2003 to introduce penalty notices (fines) as an alternative 
to court action for parents who failed to ensure their child’s regular attendance.* There 
was frequent press speculation that more draconian measures would be introduced –  
for example, withdrawing benefits from parents who failed to get their children to 
school – but these ideas were not taken forward. As Figure 3 shows, the use of fines 
grew slowly in the 2000s, and remained low relative to what was to happen under the 
Coalition and Conservatives. 

Figure 3 Penalty notices issued for school absence, England, 1997–98 to 2018–19
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Crowther K and Kendall S, Investigating the use of Parental Responsibility 
Measures for School Attendance and Behaviour: Final Report, DfE, 2010; DfE, ‘Parental responsibility data’, 2007–8  
to 2018–19. Notes: Penalty notices were introduced from 2004–5.

*	 Parenting orders were introduced by the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. The increased sanction of imprisonment 
was in the Criminal Justice and Court Services Act 2000. Penalty notices (fines) and the parenting contract were 
in the Anti-social Behaviour Act 2003.
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Spending reviews and PSA targets reinforced the importance  
of absence
DfE did not find the money for anti-absence programmes out of thin air. The Treasury 
was consistently supportive of resourcing work on attendance, and saw the cross- 
departmental impact of absence on crime and youth policy.13 DfE was set PSA (public 
service agreement) targets to reduce unauthorised absence in the spending reviews 
of 1998, 2000 and 2002, with the target then widening to encompass both authorised 
and unauthorised absence in the 2004 spending review and the government’s 
Children’s Plan (published in 2007).* 

The prime minister and Delivery Unit took a close interest 
The prime minister maintained continued pressure for delivery on absence. The 
truancy and absence targets featured on the very short list of government priorities 
that were directly monitored by the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit (PMDU) through the 
2000s. One former senior DfE official recalls the “galvanising effect” on departments 
of being set outcome targets and then being called to Downing Street every six weeks 
to be held to account. And several former officials recall the wider positive effect of 
PMDU involvement outside these meetings:

 “The Delivery Unit taught us to analyse the causes of a problem from the evidence 
and then systematically to design programmes to tackle those problems. That 
relentless focus on a whole-system approach, with constant review and revision  
of the approach as we learned what worked, was one of the keys to progress.”

 “One of the key drivers of the policy improvements we saw under Labour was a 
clear-eyed understanding of ‘delivery chains’. PMDU ‘deep dives’ also deepened  
our understanding of how they worked.”14

Absence policy was seen as part of a wider picture 
Absence was not seen as an issue for DfE alone to tackle, and its wider ramifications 
were well understood. For example, in early 2002 a rapid increase in street robberies 
began to preoccupy government. The prime minister and PMDU were not convinced 
that front-line agencies were able to grip the robbery surge, and set up the ‘street 
crime initiative’ in March 2002. This used the COBRA crisis response machinery to 
gather multiple departments and senior leaders of the relevant agencies to intensify 
their response. While much of the discussion was about the operation of the criminal 
justice system, the initiative also gave more impetus to absence and youth-focused 
prevention, since many of the robberies were being conducted by young people who 
were not in school.15

*	 Initially, the targets were focused on unauthorised absence, but in 2004 the focus shifted to overall absence 
and in 2007 data allowed the target to shift to the proportion of persistent absentees.
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Officials grew more confident about change in the light  
of experience
At the start of the absence effort, in the late 1990s, DfE felt nervous about what it had 
taken on, wondering if it really had the mechanisms to effect such profound change. A 
former senior official recalls that “the most important thing the Labour government did 
was to challenge that belief”. The early success of the literacy and numeracy strategies 
– both highly directive programmes driven from DfE – also contributed to changing the 
department’s sense of what it could achieve.16

Progress accelerated with better data, a larger field force  
and leadership from within schools 
A National Audit Office (NAO) report from 2005 provides a useful insight into progress 
halfway through the decade. It found that attendance was improving but significant 
challenges remained, recommending that the department work more closely with 
local authorities and schools to encourage best practice.17 This meant broadening the 
effort to have more impact in schools and areas that were struggling. The department 
acted on this and from 2006 drove work on absence through the overall framework of 
the ‘national strategies’, which provided training and support to schools and teachers 
through a direct field force, alongside local authorities deploying their own advisers 
and consultants.18 

Several developments helped to build momentum during this period. The department 
started to reap the benefits of its investment in the national pupil database, which 
provided granular information on absence down to the individual pupil level. An 
expert practitioner group led by Sir Alan Steer set a strong lead on how schools could 
promote strong relationships with parents and pupils to raise behaviour, attendance 
and attainment.19 The department complemented this by introducing a new 
professional development programme, the National Programme for Specialist Leaders 
of Behaviour and Attendance, which had significant take-up.20 

Wider education and youth policies reinforced the drive on absence 
The overall direction of schools policy during these years supported the drive 
to reduce absence. Significant real-terms increases in per-pupil funding enabled 
schools to employ more staff and provide more support. Flexibility to include more 
vocational options at Key Stage 4 helped retain and motivate some pupils who would 
otherwise have become disengaged. The new Connexions service for 13- to 19-year-
olds provided personal adviser support to young people, and the introduction of the 
education maintenance allowance provided a route to continued study for pupils who 
might otherwise not have been able to afford to continue after the age of 16. Many 
other social policies introduced at the same time had a bearing on the risk factors for 
absence – with policies on early years, child poverty, adolescent drinking, adolescent 
drug use and youth offending being prominent examples.21 

Behind all these policies lay a growing strategic focus on joined-up and preventive 
youth policy, reinforced by structural changes in Whitehall and in local authority 
children’s services departments. The 2000 spending review included a cross-
departmental review on ‘youth at risk’, which determined that new resources for 
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Connexions and other cross-cutting children’s programmes would be overseen by 
a new cabinet committee on children and young people, and administered by a 
new children and young people’s unit.22 In 2003, responsibility for children’s social 
services was moved into DfES, with Margaret Hodge becoming the first minister for 
children,23 while the Every Child Matters green paper set a new framework for joint 
working at national and local level.24 In 2007 Gordon Brown built on this further, 
transforming the DfES into the Department for Children Schools and Families, and 
published the first cross-government children’s plan.25

Evaluation evidence was encouraging
The multiple absence programmes described above were often pulled together at 
speed: one former senior official noted that the department was sometimes “casting 
around for solutions” and didn’t always know what would work. But there was 
extensive evaluation, inspection and audit. The results were positive in the main. 

•	 In 2003 Ofsted reported that EiC and education action zone programmes were 
making an important difference to schools in disadvantaged areas, were helping 
schools and teachers to meet the needs of disaffected and vulnerable pupils more 
effectively, and that attendance was improving at a faster rate in EiC schools than 
in the nation as a whole.26 A separate evaluation in 2004 found EiC to have had a 
strong positive effect on attendance.27 And a 2005 NAO analysis also found that EiC 
schools were associated with falls in total absence and unauthorised absence.28

•	 Evaluation of the Behaviour Improvement Programme found a statistically 
significant reduction in overall absence. Memorably, the researchers suggested that 
“the programme had a major impact on pupils’ experiences in school leading them 
to want to attend”. In case study visits they found perceived positive changes in 
the status of behaviour and pastoral issues in school, school policies and practices, 
school ethos, the way that schools supported families, children’s wellbeing and 
learning, relationships with parents, and staff stress.29 

•	 Experiments with more flexible curricula and alternative providers during the 
GCSE years showed some positive results in building engagement, confidence and 
attitudes towards learning among disengaged and low-attending students.30 

•	 Evaluation of police–school partnerships found promising results in relation to 
truancy rates.31 

•	 A 2003 joint inspection of the street crime initiative found positive effects on 
attendance. Examples mentioned included truancy sweeps returning pupils to 
school, identifying a child who had never been registered at any school, and the 
deployment of police in schools improving attendance because pupils were no 
longer afraid to come to school.32 
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•	 A 2010 study that looked at parenting contracts, penalty notices and parenting 
orders, as well as fast-track approaches to prosecution, found evidence to suggest 
that they were contributing to improvements in attendance for pupils, when 
used early or as part of a wider integrated local authority approach to addressing 
irregular attendance and persistent absence.33 

•	 Ofsted found positive impacts from the post-2005 behaviour and attendance 
strategy, with a 27% reduction in the number of persistent truants in the target 
schools. Specific improved practices included a higher profile for attendance  
in some ‘coasting’ schools and local authorities, a higher status for the  
Education Welfare Service in schools, and increased multi-agency involvement  
with Connexions, police liaison, health advisers, and child and adolescent mental 
health services.34

•	 The 2010 evaluation of the national programme for specialist leaders of behaviour 
and attendance described “a wealth of positive, sometimes passionate, testimonies 
from participants regarding their experience of the programme and its benefits for 
themselves, their workplace, and children and young people”.35
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2. What happened to absence levels?

The last Labour government succeeded in establishing  
a downward trend in absence during its time in office.

Absence improved but progress was slow at first 
It was not a given in the early 2000s that absence would be reduced. It took a while to 
shift the dial nationally, and ministers expressed frustration about this, while taking 
comfort that truancy in Excellence in Cities areas had started to fall.36 

However, as Figure 1 showed, after 2000–01 overall absence in secondary schools 
began an almost uninterrupted 13-year decline.* The decline endured for several years 
under the Coalition government and reached its lowest level in 2013–14: a 42% fall 
since 2000–01. As Figure 2 showed, persistent absence fell even more steeply. In just 
seven years (between 2006–07, when it was first measured, and 2013–14) there was 
a 45% fall in persistent absence in secondary schools and 43% in primary.** Figure 4 
charts the trends in ‘severe absence’ (missing 50% of schooling) over the same period 
– again, showing a sizeable reduction in secondary schools after 2006–07. 

Figure 4 Pupils who are severely absent, state-funded schools in England,  
1997–98 to 2023–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’,  
2006–07 to 2023–24. Notes: Severely absent pupils are missing more than half of school sessions. One session 
is equal to half a day. Data is not available before 2006–07. 2019–20 is omitted because data was not published. 
2020–21 is omitted because the data excluded schooling missed due to Covid circumstances. 2021–22 data  
excludes a small amount of absence related to Covid-19 testing. 

*	 The rise in absence in 2005–06 was attributed by the department to outbreaks of flu and norovirus. The 
increase in absence (primary and secondary) that year was seen in authorised absence, not unauthorised. (DfES 
Annual Report 2007).

**	 It is likely that persistent absence had begun to fall earlier in the decade, but persistent absence was only 
measured from 2006–07.
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Inequalities decreased
The overall reduction in absence was accompanied by some narrowing of the gap 
between disadvantaged groups and other pupils. Figure 5 shows this for secondary 
schools, with the absence gap between pupils eligible for free school meals and 
others narrowing between 2005–06 and 2013–14 before starting to increase again. 
Figure 6 shows the same phenomenon for secondary pupils with statements of special 
educational needs. In both cases the absence gaps reduced until 2013–14, before 
rising again. Then after the pandemic, gaps widened further. 

Figure 5 Absence rate by eligibility for free school meals, state-funded secondary schools in 
England, 1997–98 to 2023–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England, 
including pupil characteristics’, 2005–6 to 2023–24. Notes: Absence rate is the total number of sessions missed due 
to absence for all pupils as a percentage of the total number of possible sessions for all pupils. One session is equal 
to half a day. 2019–20 is omitted because data was not published. 2020–21 is omitted because the data excluded 
schooling missed due to Covid circumstances. 2021–22 data excludes a small amount of absence related to Covid-19 
testing. Data is not available before 2005-6.

Figure 6 Absence rate by SEND status, state-funded secondary schools in England, 1997–98 
to 2023–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 
2006–07 to 2023–24. Notes: Absence rate is the total number of sessions missed due to absence for all pupils as 
a percentage of the total number of possible sessions for all pupils. One session is equal to half a day. The series 
reporting education, health and care (EHC) plans includes statements of SEND. 2019–20 is omitted because data 
was not published. 2020–21 is omitted because the data excluded schooling missed due to Covid circumstances. 
2021–22 data excludes a small amount of absence related to Covid-19 testing. Data is not available before 2005-6.
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Other indicators of youth disadvantage fell in parallel 
These reductions in school absence in the 2000s were not an isolated instance of 
improving outcomes for young people. Over the period, there were significant falls in a 
range of other related indicators of youth disadvantage.37 For example:

•	 Child poverty fell in both relative terms and against a fixed real threshold, with 
the improvement concentrated in the early part of Labour’s term. By 2010/11, the 
proportion of 11- to 18-year-olds in poverty against a fixed real income threshold 
had fallen by 16 percentage points, from 43% to just under 27%.

•	 The rate of permanent exclusions in secondary schools halved between 2003–04 
and 2012–13.

•	 Between 2002 and 2014, there was a 50% fall in the proportion of 15-year-old 
pupils who had been drunk at least twice, and a 50% fall in the proportion who had 
ever used cannabis. 

•	 Under-18 conception rates halved between 1998 and 2014, with the steepest 
improvement from 2007 onwards. 

•	 In 2010–11, over two thirds of 16-year-olds attained five good GCSEs or equivalents 
(69%), up from under half in 2001–02 (49%). 

•	 Staying-on rates after age 16 increased significantly. For 17-year-olds in England, 
participation in full-time education rose by 15 percentage points between 2001 
and 2010, from 58.7% to 73.8%. 

These sizeable and largely simultaneous improvements in different youth outcomes 
are striking but in many ways not surprising. In each of these policy areas, the 
government was making strenuous efforts to improve outcomes. And in each policy 
area, it was expected that there would be positive spillover effects on other outcomes. 

This is not an area where one can confidently attribute benefits in one area to actions 
in another. Nonetheless, it seems likely that reductions in school absence both 
contributed to and benefited from progress in improving other dimensions of youth 
disadvantage. Certainly, we can say that the fall in absence was part of a broad-based 
reduction in adolescent disadvantage that was seen over many different dimensions of 
young people’s lives. 



23COALITION AND CONSERVATIVE GOVERNMENTS

3. School absence during the Coalition  
and Conservative governments

The downward trend in absence continued in the early 
years of the Coalition. But absence was less of a priority 
and progress stalled before exploding in the pandemic.

 
Absence rates stopped falling after 2013–14 and started to get 
worse for disadvantaged groups 
There was a striking halt to the improving trend in absence in 2013–14 (Figures 1 and 
2). The level was broadly sustained in the years that followed, but for disadvantaged 
groups things started to get worse. In secondary schools, absence rates for pupils 
eligible for free school meals and those with special educational needs began to 
increase after 2013–14 (Figures 5 and 6), while the proportion of secondary pupils 
missing more than half their schooling also began to rise (Figure 4). 

This change in trend had many probable causes
This change in trend, which pre-dated the pandemic, is often overlooked in discussions 
about absence. It is part of a wider picture of stalling progress that can be seen in 
other indicators of adolescent disadvantage such as school exclusion, the Key Stage 4 
attainment gap, and adolescent drug and alcohol use.38 The causes will be complicated 
but are likely to include funding and policy changes affecting disadvantaged young 
people, lack of focus on prevention and increases in the prevalence of risk factors. 

Austerity affected benefits and school funding, while access  
to special needs support declined
Pupils eligible for free school meals and those with special educational needs – 
disproportionately at risk of school absence – were particularly affected by several 
policy and funding changes during the mid years of the Coalition.

For low-income families, this was a period of reductions in benefit support. The 
benefits cap and the ‘bedroom tax’ both came into force in 2013, but are just two 
examples of a series of policy changes that saw real social security spending per child 
(under-18) fall 25% between 2009/10 and 2018/19.39

For pupils seeking support with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) the 
landscape also changed significantly. The proportion of secondary pupils recognised 
as having additional needs stood at 21.7% in 2010, a historic high following years of 
rapid growth. It then fell steadily to a low point of 12.2% in 2017/18, and has since 
risen again, to 15.6% in 2023–24.40,41 Appeals on SEND matters rose sharply from 
2016–17 onwards.42 As of 2023–24 they stood at record levels: of the cases decided 
that year, 99% (11,000) were decided in favour of the appellant.43
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Several wider changes under the Coalition and the Conservatives affected the ability 
of schools and other front-line services to support disadvantaged pupils, particularly 
for adolescents. Spending per pupil in secondary schools fell by 3% in real terms 
between 2011/12 and 2015/16. Although a new pupil premium was introduced in 
funding allocations to reflect the proportion of pupils on free school meals, for some 
schools the effect of the premium was outweighed by the loss of other funding. The 
National Audit Office found that because of this, the per-pupil funding of 16% of the 
most disadvantaged secondary schools fell by over 5% in real terms between 2010–
11 and 2014–15.44 Between 2015/16 and 2019/20, spending per pupil in secondary 
schools fell by a further 9% overall, with the most deprived fifth of secondary schools 
seeing the largest reduction, a 14% real terms cut.45 

Many schools policy areas went through root and branch change under the Coalition, 
with changes to GCSEs and performance measures having a significant impact on 
the curriculum choices available to pupils in years 10 and 11. And the support for 
schools from key external services – the police, youth services, drug and alcohol 
services, and local authority preventive services – all saw substantial cuts to their 
budgets after 2010. 

The focus on absence was limited and ineffective
The Coalition inherited a declining trend in school absence and was sceptical of 
outcome targets. There was therefore no quantified ambition for absence to improve. 
Some might say that maintaining a historic low figure for absence was itself an 
achievement in a period of retrenchment. It may also be that the government felt a 
change in attitudes to attendance had been achieved and would keep absence low. But 
it is certainly the case that absence was not a ministerial priority under the Coalition 
and Conservative governments.

A crackdown on parental holidays was the key anti-absence measure under the 
Coalition: headteachers lost the right to authorise term-time holidays, and the 
government increased the level of fines for non-attendance. Parental fines continued 
to be seen as the key response under the Conservatives, after 2015, with the total 
reaching more than 300,000 a year by 2019, far above pre-2010 levels. 

Action was limited in terms of prevention and tackling the root causes of absence. The 
Coalition government repealed the duty for schools to participate in local behaviour 
and attendance partnerships in 2011. The troubled families programme, introduced in 
2012, had absence as one of its trigger criteria, and this continued under later rounds 
of the programme. But evaluation of the programme found no evidence of significant 
or systematic impact on school attendance.46,47 
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Absence became a higher priority after the pandemic
It is hard to overstate the disruption caused to children’s school experience during the 
pandemic. Children missed much more schooling than normal because of lockdowns, 
and absence levels did not return to normal once the pandemic was over. The 
Conservative government responded with a series of steps:

•	 In 2021 DfE announced an investment of £30 million into a programme of ‘Safe’  
task forces (‘support, attend, fulfil, exceed’) to protect young people at risk of 
truancy or being permanently excluded.48 The education secretary, Nadhim Zahawi, 
also set up a national attendance alliance, bringing together leading experts to 
tackle the issue.49 

•	 In 2022, a pilot attendance mentoring scheme, funded by the government and 
delivered by Barnardo’s, began in Middlesbrough and the government later 
announced plans to expand this.50

•	 From 2022 onwards the government supported the creation and expansion of 
sector-led attendance hubs to share effective practice.51

•	 Weekly collection of attendance data from schools began on a voluntary basis 
during the pandemic and became mandatory from September 2024. (This has since 
developed into interactive dashboards and benchmarking tools made available 
fortnightly to schools and local authorities.)

•	 In 2022 DfE published non-statutory guidance to local authorities, designed to 
give local authorities clarity on their role on attendance. The Local Government 
Association estimates that local authorities spent an additional £40 million in 
2023/24 adhering to the guidance, creating around 1,100 extra posts.52 The 
guidance became statutory in August 2024.
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4. How to tackle school absence now 

The case study of school absence patterns and policy responses 
outlined in this paper shows how important a committed, joined-up 
approach from government is – and what happens when that 
commitment wanes. The Starmer government can learn from past 
successes, tailoring its approach to the current context.

 
The government has already taken some steps on school absence
In opposition Labour signalled that improving attendance at school is a priority. 
It is a key part of the opportunity mission and has obvious links to the health and 
safer streets missions. Manifesto pledges to increase teacher recruitment, introduce 
breakfast clubs, review the curriculum, expand mental health services and introduce 
the ‘young futures’ programme offered the first glimpses of future policy. 

Since coming into office, this programme has been added to in several ways. The 
education secretary, Bridget Phillipson, has highlighted the importance of raising 
pupils’ sense of belonging in school.53 DfE has supported the development of a toolkit 
written by practitioners, held nine regional conferences to share good practice, 
and included attendance as one of four key priorities for the new ‘Rise’ regional 
improvement teams.54 Attendance also features as one of 11 priority areas in the new 
‘report cards’ proposed by Ofsted in February 2025, as part of the move to replace one 
word judgments.55

DfE is working with a new expert advisory group to develop reforms to improve 
education outcomes and experiences for children and young people with SEND.56 The 
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill, introduced in December, contains measures 
to require local authorities to maintain ‘children not in school’ registers, and to 
ensure that the most vulnerable children cannot be withdrawn from school until it is 
confirmed that this would be in their best interests.57 

Funding and capacity pressures, plus high levels of need, make for  
a daunting task
As the government builds out its response to absence, it faces enormous headwinds. 
The coming spending review will be extremely tight, and the local delivery landscape 
has been fragmented by pressures on local authority funding and the changed 
relationships brought about by academisation. 

Moreover, some of the key risk factors for school absence are at very high levels.

•	 Incomes: in 2022/23, 30% of all children in the UK were living in poverty.58

•	 Health: in 2022 the HBSC school survey of 11- to 15-year-old pupils found that 
65% of boys and 86% of girls said that they had two or more health complaints at 
least once a week59 (see Figure 7).
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•	 Sleep: the same survey found that about a third of 11- to 15-year-old pupils 
reported not having enough sleep to feel awake and concentrate on their  
school work.60 

•	 Mental health: in 2023, an NHS survey found that 22.6% of 11- to 16-year-olds in 
England had a probable mental disorder.61 

•	 Family stress: the same NHS survey found that more than 1 in 10 (11.7%) of 
children aged 8 to 16 had experienced a parent or someone close to them being 
seriously ill, 10% lived in families that had fallen behind with bills, rent or 
mortgage, and 6.2% lived in households that couldn’t afford to buy enough food or 
needed to use a food bank.62

•	 Households in temporary accommodation: the latest figures show that in 
September 2024 there were more than 80,000 households with children living  
in temporary accommodation in England, including more than 164,000  
dependent children.63

•	 Special educational needs and disabilities: DfE’s Parent, Pupil and Learner Voice 
survey asks parents of pupils with SEND how confident they feel that their child’s 
school is able to support their child’s special educational needs or disability. As of 
February 2024, 57% were confident, but 35% were not. Respondents indicated 
some areas (such as mental health support) where support required was in very 
short supply, which they attributed to lack of funds or support staff, or being on  
a waiting list.64

•	 Bullying: in 2022 the HBSC school survey found that around a third of pupils had 
experienced bullying “in the last couple of months”.65 

•	 School safety and belonging: as of 2022, only 58% of 11-, 13- and 15-year-old 
pupils felt safe in school.66 Figure 8 shows these figures alongside other indicators 
of school experience that deteriorated markedly between 2014 and 2022. 
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Figure 7 11- to 15-year-old pupils reporting two or more health complaints at least once a 
week, England, 2002–22
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of University of Kent, HBSC England National Report: Findings from 
the 2021–2022 HBSC study for England, 2023. Notes: The health complaints covered were headache, backache, 
irritability, sleeping difficulties, stomach ache, feeling low, feeling nervous and feeling dizzy.

Figure 8 11- to 15-year-olds’ perceptions of school, England, 2014–22
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5. Recommendations 
The following 12 recommendations are designed to drive progress on absence against 
this challenging background. They centre on:

•	 Developing a cross-government strategy to tackle school absence and children 
missing education (numbers 1–3)

•	 Six key components of change (4–9) 

•	 Developing a delivery culture (10–12).

 
1. Understand the cost of absence 
The government should commission and publish a comprehensive estimate of the 
costs of the absence and missing school crisis. The cost will run to many billions and 
have a bearing on achievement of all the government’s missions. Understanding the 
cost of absence, in its widest sense, is essential to ensure it receives the necessary 
attention and resources across government, and that school attendance and inclusion 
are appropriately prioritised in policy and spending decisions. 

The exercise should cover the full economic and social costs of the absence and 
missing school crisis, spanning all its dimensions:

•	 risk to children’s attainment and educational progress 

•	 the cost of lost socialisation 

•	 missing life skills education, e.g. careers guidance, drug and alcohol awareness, sex 
and relationships education etc 

•	 disruption to school functioning 

•	 mental health impacts on children and parents

•	 impact of children’s absence on parents’ ability to work 

•	 raised vulnerability to risky behaviours (teenage pregnancy, alcohol, drugs) and to 
abuse/exploitation

•	 long-term employment, health and income disadvantage 

•	 the link with skills gaps and worker shortages

•	 the cost of absent pupils’ involvement in crime, whether as perpetrator or victim.
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2. Identify and communicate the root causes of absence
The last Labour government’s success in reducing absence rested on a broad-based 
strategy that tackled the multiple drivers of absence. But over the last decade absence 
policy has skirted the big issues of adolescent health, problems in the special needs 
system, school disengagement, family stress, and the fear of bullying and crime. 
The figures outlined above highlight how widespread many of these are. The new 
government has already widened the debate to cover school belonging, food poverty, 
and reform of the special needs system. To reduce absence successfully it will need 
to go further in recognising and communicating all the factors that drive the current 
absence problem. 

3. Bring key partners on board in a comprehensive strategy
Expecting schools to tackle absence on their own will not work. Instead, government 
should mobilise a national effort to tackle absence and children missing school – 
including support from the Treasury, to give schools and local authorities the resources 
they need, and close partnerships with other Whitehall departments that influence 
some of the drivers. But the effort also needs to include a wide range of other players 
– schools, multi-academy trusts, local authorities, and other front-line agencies and 
voluntary sector organisations, as well as representatives of parents and young people. 

This national effort needs to be aligned through development and publication of a 
comprehensive long-term strategy, which should cover all aspects of missing school 
(prevention, response and recovery) and should join up action on absence and missing 
school with other preventive work with young people. The strategy should be led 
by a national delivery board chaired by a DfE minister, as part of the opportunity 
mission structures. Ideally, this would be linked to a proper government co-ordinating 
mechanism for policy on children and young people on the model of the ‘every child 
matters’ programme and the children’s plan.

4. Put attendance at the heart of schools policy
The overall direction of schools policy is a powerful driver of attendance. And good 
attendance is a sine qua non of a functioning school system. Well-resourced schools, 
adequate support for special educational needs, a curriculum that is appropriate for 
pupils’ interests and needs, and attractive routes for post-16 progression all appear  
to have helped improve attendance in the past. To get on top of absence, DfE will  
need to achieve a recovery in all these areas, as part of an overall drive to make 
schools supportive, safe and engaging places of learning that motivate pupils rather 
than push them away. 

5. Support the front line with good practice 
The DfE has already made a good start in helping schools access good practice in 
managing attendance. It has supported the development of a toolkit written by 
practitioners, and held nine regional conferences to share good practice. Absence 
and attendance are to be key elements of the new regional improvement teams and 
the department has transformed the data and analytical tools that schools can use 
to understand attendance. DfE needs to sustain this effort, which will foster strong 
relationships and feedback loops. And it needs to work with the front line to tackle 
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new topics, focusing on severe absence, disadvantaged groups, best practice in 
reintegration of absentees, how to provide education for those who are simply unable 
to attend class, and how to make best use of new technology. 

6. Rebuild the relationship with parents 
The state rightly expects parents to support their child’s attendance at school. But that 
should not slip into assuming that it is inevitably parents’ fault if their children don’t 
attend. This is particularly relevant in the current context. Many parents are deeply 
concerned about their children’s problems, including their absence from school. Many 
have had to fight to access special needs and other support and are desperately worried 
about their children’s mental health. And, amid an ongoing cost of living crisis, many are 
struggling to put food on the table.

Parents who are struggling and worried need help and advice above all. Strengthening 
parents’ ability to support their children, and building trusting relationships between 
home and schools, was part of success in the past and will be key to success in the future. 

7. Ensure health services play a bigger role in tackling absence
The single biggest cause of school absence is, and always has been, illness. All the 
evidence suggests that levels of adolescent mental ill health have soared. But many 
different medical conditions can interfere with a child’s attendance at school. DfE  
and the Department of Health and Social Care need to ask what can be done to reduce 
the amount of illness experienced by children, ensure children get access to treatment 
as fast as possible, and support those who are ill to keep learning when they cannot  
be at school. 

A public health effort to explore and improve the mental and physical health of school 
absentees could achieve a double dividend – catching health conditions early before 
they become entrenched, and helping children stay connected with learning with all 
the protective benefits that can bring.

8. Draw on the resources of policing and crime prevention 
The safer streets mission and the fight against absence each depend on the other 
succeeding. The Home Office will struggle to make the streets safer if large numbers 
of children are not in school. And absence will remain high if children avoid school 
because they’re afraid of bullying, petty crime or serious violence. Strong links should 
be built between the Home Office and DfE as prevention policies and enhanced 
neighbourhood policing are rolled out. The ‘young futures’ programme is one element 
of this; another is ensuring that there is appropriate deployment of neighbourhood 
policing teams around schools and on home-to-school routes.

9. Encourage and drive local partnerships 
Local partnership working on children’s issues has been under severe strain in recent 
years, both from funding pressures, and the move to academisation and geographically 
scattered multi-academy trusts. To deliver its youth objectives in the opportunity, 
safer streets and health missions the government will need to re-establish robust and 
empowered local partnerships, and work closely with them towards a shared purpose. 
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DfE has made a start in clarifying what it expects of local authorities in relation to 
attendance through issuing new guidance. But it should push for local partnerships to 
develop further, inviting local authorities to the table alongside schools and trusts, 
establishing regular conversations about absence between the department and 
local authorities, finding and sharing good practice in local partnership working, and 
communicating more joined-up national thinking on prevention. 

10. Make the strategy outcome focused 
Setting a clear outcome ambition for improvement provides a benchmark against which 
to judge resources and results, and drives the energy of implementation. Targets were 
a key element of the last Labour government’s success in reducing absence. It is surely 
not to be contemplated that absence rates remain at anything like their current level. 
But so far, the new government has not set a quantified ambition to reduce absence. 

A sensible aspiration would be to match past success in reducing the most serious 
forms of absence. This would mean targeting a 45% reduction in persistent absence 
rates and a halving in severe absence over seven years. Alternatively, targets focused 
on pupils eligible for free school meals, and those with special educational needs and 
disabilities, would focus action on disadvantaged groups who are disproportionately 
likely to miss school. 

11. Jump-start action through funded ‘whole system’ pilots 
As this case study has shown, Excellence in Cities and the Behaviour Improvement 
Programme both served as catalysts for successful innovation on absence, behaviour 
and attainment. They combined central investment, local partnership, with freedom 
to tailor action to local circumstances. Nearly 25 years on, it would be a smart move 
for DfE to create a modern equivalent to these, to require and support a joined-up 
local response to absence problems that go beyond the remit of any one agency, 
school or group of schools. This would be in the spirit of the new government’s ‘test 
and learn’ programme, which might also provide a source of extra resource and cross-
departmental energy.

12. Watch the data like a hawk, evaluate and adapt
Close monitoring of progress and evaluation of policies were key to the last Labour 
government’s school absence programme. They should come to the fore again now. 

Active tracking of data is also key to delivery. Paying close attention to data, feedback 
and evaluation gives governments the chance to change the approach if it does not 
work, and helps disseminate good practice quickly. With virtually real-time data on 
weekly absence, as well as plentiful information on key drivers such as children’s 
perceptions of school, and experience of bullying, the government has an enormous 
advantage over its predecessors and should make the most of it.
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6. Lessons for mission-led government 

Alongside specific recommendations for the government on 
tackling school absence, this case study also provides wider 
insights for the practice of ‘mission-led government’.

 
1. Governments can improve complex social outcomes 
The approach of the Blair government in setting outcome targets was seen as risky and 
revolutionary at the time, and was not continued by the Coalition government or the 
succeeding Conservative administrations. Delivery, and the notion of an active state, 
went seriously out of fashion. The lesson of a case study like school absence supports 
the new government’s mission approach: outcomes can be improved – and bad 
outcomes can be prevented – by sustained and coherent government action. 

2. The prime minister’s involvement drives priority  
and accountability
The last Labour government’s school absence policy – like many of its achievements 
– shows the clear imprint of prime ministerial prioritisation. Richard Rumelt’s classic 
work Good Strategy. Bad Strategy urges leaders to focus strategy on “pivotal objectives 
whose accomplishment will lead to a cascade of favourable outcomes”.67 In school 
absence, Blair and No.10 identified an issue that clearly met this definition. They then 
created a capacity and process to get the priority addressed and followed through 
with a programme of coherent action. Stocktakes at No.10 and the disciplines spread 
by the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit reinforced delivery of priorities. 

Senior officials involved in absence at the time clearly recall the galvanising effect of 
No.10’s attention. The same view was widely held by senior officials in other priority 
policy areas.68 The government is right to have reinstituted this system and should 
learn from the features that made it successful. 

3. The government should set targets for its pivotal objectives 
The decision to set public targets for school absence was a key ingredient in the 
success of absence policy (and many other of Labour’s achievements). It provided the 
spur to match resource and attention to the scale of the problem. The government’s 
complementary targets on issues such as child poverty, youth crime and low 
attainment meant other departments found themselves pointed in the same direction. 

By contrast, the story of pupil absence in the last decade is a good example of what 
happens when the focus on outcomes drifts away. If nobody has a target to reduce 
absence, it can stagnate or deteriorate without anyone in government seeing it as an 
issue they have to address. 

There are many people who dislike national targets. Some have experience of badly 
designed objectives, or have had to deal with too many trivial targets. These are all 
real risks that policy makers should seek to avoid by using targets selectively and 
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designing them well.69 But the government should not be afraid to set clear and well-
designed targets for reducing absence and other pivotal components of the missions. 
Mission-led government won’t deliver if the mission is left vague. 

4. Implementation requires specific skills, which the government 
needs to foster 
To achieve results, outcome targets need to be followed through with high-quality 
delivery planning and implementation. This is partly about senior leaders role-
modelling the core values – focus, urgency, thoroughness and partnership. But it 
also comes from systematically building delivery planning skills. Under the last 
Labour government the Delivery Unit played a major role in this, challenging lead 
departments to develop a comprehensive understanding of each issue, its causes and 
the ‘delivery chain’, and then to devise and implement credible plans to make things 
work better. It also organised tailored training and encouraged delivery leaders to 
learn from each other.

The new government needs to remember that its move back to an outcome-based 
approach to public services is an enormous change from the practice of recent 
administrations. Ministers are right to demand high performance. But they should also 
ensure that the system is developing and rewarding the delivery skills they require.

5. Problems with cross-cutting causes need cross-cutting solutions 
Absence could not have been reduced in the 2000s by focusing on rules and sanctions 
alone. By understanding the causes of absence, the last Labour government was drawn 
to a broader set of actions – a ‘multi-component approach’. Actions covered multiple 
issues: basic attendance management; improving special needs provision; making the 
curriculum more engaging; tackling bullying. In-school actions were complemented by 
approaches that reached outside the school gate to cover policing, crime reduction, 
drug treatment services, youth services and parenting support. Similar multi- 
component programmes drove action on other youth outcomes, such as reducing 
teenage pregnancy, cutting drug use and reducing school exclusion. 

The lesson for today is that departments need to reach outside their own silos to tackle 
the most complex problems. If they are a willing partner to others when asked for help, 
they are more likely to get a positive response when the roles are reversed. 

6. The big gains come from policies that reinforce each other 
Most of this case study has been about absence. But behind it lies a bigger picture, of 
dramatic improvements in several forms of adolescent disadvantage over a very short 
space of time. This is particularly marked for the generation who turned 16 around 
2012 and 2013. Compared with their predecessors a decade older, this generation 
experienced much lower levels of absence from school, and also less school exclusion, 
less teenage drug taking, lower alcohol use, better Level 2 attainment, higher staying-
on rates, and fewer unwanted conceptions. 
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Each of these developments is a story in its own right. But that they all improved so 
significantly at the same time suggests a reinforcement effect, as each improving 
outcome reduced the risk factors for other outcomes. 

Coherence is a core principle in effective strategy design. It adds leverage and reduces 
friction. For ministers, this means that delivery of any government priority is much 
more likely if other government policies point in the same direction. Conflicting 
policies, on the other hand, are a recipe for failure. 

7. In a tight spending climate, collaboration is vital
The coming spending review takes place in a very different economic climate from 
the circumstances the Blair government inherited in the late 1990s. This makes 
it particularly important for departments to co-ordinate their efforts and get the 
best possible value out of public money. This will require more oversight of youth 
spending than currently exists. An NAO report in 2022 looked into the work of seven 
mainstream departments who all had spending programmes supporting vulnerable 
adolescents. The report concluded that there was no overall strategic approach and 
that “government does not know whether there are gaps or overlaps in the support for 
vulnerable adolescents”.70 

Co-ordination is always challenging and particularly so with departments facing such  
a tight spending climate. The natural instinct will be to hoard resources rather than 
share them to tackle common problems. But this is a net loss for the government, and 
for the public, as available money is spent in an uncoordinated way, never achieving its 
full potential. 

The lesson of history is that departments tend not to self-organise. Though the last 
Labour government ended up with coherent structures and objectives on children and 
youth it took a few years before this came about. Now, rebuilding a proper government 
co-ordinating mechanism for policy on children and young people would improve 
delivery and reduce cost, as well as contributing to several of the government’s 
missions. This is an issue the cabinet ought to address without delay. 

8. There are low-cost interventions that work
In that poor economic climate, and with the spending review on everyone’s mind, it 
is easy to feel that delivery is all about money. But public spending was not the only 
tool used to reduce absence, or other delivery outcomes tackled by the last Labour 
government. The reduction in school absence was supported not only by additional 
investment but also low-cost measures such as sharing good practice, making changes 
to school culture, introducing more flexibility in the curriculum, encouraging better 
communication with parents and improving the design and management of school sites. 

Today’s missions should seek out such low-cost redesign and behavioural measures 
and harness their power wherever possible. 
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9. Mission boards need to be visible and engaged with the front line
National targets don’t mean that delivery is achieved in Whitehall. The 2000s reduction 
in absence was achieved by a huge cast of characters far from Whitehall, including 
schools, teachers and teaching assistants, young people and their families, and many 
other front-line professionals, including youth services, social care, the police, the 
Connexions service, and a range of charities and voluntary sector providers. 

The Delivery Unit popularised the term ‘delivery chain’ to describe this concept and 
required departments to identify and engage with the players in their delivery chain. 
Analysis of delivery chains almost always reveals a complex set of individuals, many 
not close to the department or accountable to ministers, but potentially part of the 
solution if brought into the discussion and invited to help. 

Communicating and engaging with front-line partners should be a priority for mission 
boards and their members. There will be great benefits if the ministers and officials 
who lead mission delivery in Whitehall publicise who they are and what they are 
doing, show they are open to input and feedback, and take time to talk through the 
strategy and plans at local level. This will allow partners and funders to understand the 
wider picture and see how they can contribute. It also creates space for some of the 
key benefits of mission-led government, by encouraging co-creation, innovation and 
citizen engagement. 

10. The government should use success stories to drive change 
Much of the current debate about government effectiveness is being conducted in 
the abstract. Concepts such as ‘rewiring’ or ‘being more agile’ are not wrong, but they 
are unspecific. Ministers will make faster progress if they convey a clear picture of the 
delivery methods they want to see, backed up by evidence that they can work. 

This will get easier once the government has more working models of initiatives that 
it is pleased with and which have delivered results. But in the meantime, ministers are 
missing a trick if they fail to look back at the last time their party was in government, 
and what they can learn from the methods they used and the results they achieved.

To accelerate progress, those learning a new way of working need confidence that 
it will deliver. That is where this case study, and the series that follows, can help, by 
showing what a different way of making and delivering policy achieved in the past. 
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Annex: School absence explained
 
What counts as school absence? 
Data on school absence measures pupils who are missing school for any reason. 
Unauthorised absence, or truancy, is a subset of this. 

How much schooling is missed overall? 
‘Overall absence’ measures the total percentage of schooling missed across the 
system. It aggregates absences of all pupils – those who miss just a few days and those 
who are off for weeks at a time. Table 1 below shows overall absence rates for primary, 
secondary and special schools for selected years. 

Table 1 Absence rate in state-funded schools, England, 1997–98 to 2023–24

Table 1: Overall absence rates in state-funded primary, secondary and special 
schools, EnglandPrimary 6.2% 5.2% 5.0% 3.9% 4.0% 5.5%

Secondary 9.0% 7.9% 6.5% 5.2% 5.5% 8.9%

Special schools 11.3% 10.6% 10.0% 9.0% 10.1% 13.0%

1997–98 2006–07 2010–11 2013–14 2018–19 2023–24

 
Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Children, Schools and Families, ‘Pupil absence in 
schools in England, including pupil characteristics’, 2006–07 and DfE, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 
2006–07 to 2023–24. Notes: Absence rate is the total number of sessions missed due to absence for all pupils as a 
percentage of the total number of possible sessions for all pupils. One session is equal to half a day.

How many children miss substantial amounts of schooling?

‘Persistent absence’ refers to pupils missing more than 10% of schooling and ‘severe 
absence’ means those missing more than 50%.

Table 2 below shows rates of persistent absentees in primary, secondary and special 
schools for selected years. Across all three types of school in England in 2023–24, 
there were 1,487,000 persistent absentees. 

Table 2 Pupils who are persistently absent, state-funded schools in England, 1997–98  
to 2023–24

Primary 14.2% 13.2% 8.1% 8.2% 14.6%

Secondary 24.9% 19.5% 13.6% 13.7% 25.6%

Special schools 30.5% 30.0% 26.5% 28.8% 37.2%

1997–98 2006–07 2010–11 2013–14 2018–19 2023–24

Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 2006–
07 to 2023–24. Notes: Persistent absence is the share of pupils missing at least 10% of school sessions. A session is 
a half day. Data is not available before 2006–07.
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Table 3 below shows rates of severely absent pupils in primary, secondary and special 
schools for selected years. 

Table 3 Pupils who are severely absent, state-funded schools in England,  
1997–98 to 2023–24

Primary 0.4% 0.3% 0.3% 0.4% 0.9%

Secondary 1.6% 1.0% 0.8% 1.3% 3.8%

Special schools 3.9% 3.1% 3.2% 4.6% 6.7%

1997–98 2006–07 2010–11 2013–14 2018–19 2023–24

Source: Institute for Government analysis of Department for Education, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 
2006–07 to 2023–24. Notes: Severely absent pupils are missing more than half of school sessions. One session is 
equal to half a day. Data is not available before 2006–07.

 
Is school absence evenly distributed? 
It can be seen from the tables above that absence rates are much higher in secondary 
schools than in primary. Rates are higher still in special schools. 

Absence is also much more frequent among disadvantaged pupils, such as those 
eligible for free school meals, and those with special educational needs and 
disabilities. This has been true since records began but the degree of inequality has 
varied (see Figures 5 and 6). Within secondary schools, absence peaks in years 10 and 
11, the critical GCSE years. 

Figure 9 shows the disparities in persistent absence rates between these different 
groups in secondary schools. It shows that 43.3% of secondary school pupils eligible for 
free school meals are persistently absent, as are 38.9% of secondary pupils with special 
educational needs support, and 40.5% of secondary pupils with an education health 
and care plan. It also shows that girls have higher persistent absence rates than boys.

Figure 10 shows the disparities in rates of severe absence in secondary schools. It 
shows that 7.6% of secondary pupils eligible for free school meals are missing more 
than half their schooling, as are 8.1% of secondary pupils with special educational 
needs support, and 11.4% of secondary pupils with an education health and care plan. 
Again, it shows that girls have higher severe absence rates than boys. 
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Figure 9 Pupils who are persistently absent by demographic group, state-funded secondary 
schools in England, 2023–24

Sex

Male

Female

School year

Year 7

Year 8

Year 9

Year 10

Year 11

SEND status

No SEND

SEND support

EHC plan

Free school meals eligibility

Not eligible

Eligible

24.3%

26.8%

19.0%

24.2%

27.2%

28.0%

28.8%

22.4%

38.9%

40.5%

18.8%

43.3%

Source: Institute for Government analysis of DfE, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 2023–24. Notes: Persistent 
absence is the share of pupils missing at least 10% of sessions in a year. One session is equal to half a day.

Figure 10 Pupils who are severely absent by demographic group, state-funded secondary 
schools in England, 2023–24

Sex

Male

Female

School year

Year 7

Year 8

Year 9

Year 10

Year 11

SEND status

No SEND

SEND support

EHC plan

Free school meal eligibility

Not eligible

Eligible

3.5%

4.2%

1.6%

2.9%

3.8%

4.5%

4.7%

2.4%

8.1%

11.4%

2.0%

7.6%

Source: Institute for Government analysis of DfE, ‘Pupil absence in schools in England’, 2023–24. Notes: Severe 
absence is the share of pupils missing at least half of school sessions. One session is equal to half a day.
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Why do children miss school?
A range of problems in school, or outside it, may trigger or contribute to absence. 
These are illustrated in Box 3 below. 

Box 3 Reasons why young people may be absent from schoolFigure X: Reasons why young people may be absent from school

Source: Adapted from Wallace M, Trends in Adolescent Disadvantage, London School of Economics, August 2023, https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/
spdo/spdorp15.pdf

Physical illness/
disability

Struggling/fallen 
behind

Child’s safety fears 
about school or way  

to school
Transport problems 

Mental health, e.g. 
anxiety, depression

Unidentified/unmet 
special needs

Child being bullied/
avoiding bullies

Problems with 
morning routine

Physical symptoms of 
mental health issues

Not settled in new 
school or placement/

lonely at school

Kept home by parents: 
perceived safety 

reasons
Lack of sleep

Period poverty Fear or dislike of 
teacher or subject

Child absent owing to 
forced marriage

Peer pressure/ 
go with friends

Anxiety about 
separation from home, 

parent, sibling

Racism or other 
discrimination

Kept home to conceal 
problem, e.g. injuries

Child thinks absence 
not noticed/
challenged

Disability or illness  
in family

Not interested in 
subjects studied

Kept away by other 
adults e.g. sexual 

exploitation

Parents find it hard to 
enforce attendance

Bereavement Undone homework/
avoiding test

Is involved in gangs, 
drugs or offending

Parental fear of school 
or lack of interest

Severe problems at 
home: poverty, hunger, 
conflict, mental health, 

drugs, alcohol, debt, 
housing...

Disengaged and wants 
to leave

Temporary exclusion

Impact of drug use

Impact of alcohol use Family holiday

Family keeps child 
home to work or  

be carer
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Which are the most common causes?
Historically, the most frequent reason given by children for not going to school 
regularly is illness (physical or mental). In a 2018 survey the most common reasons 
given by pupils for not going to school regularly were: 

•	 illness (83%)

•	 being bullied or having been bullied (9%)

•	 lack of support for health or disability needs (8%)

•	 found school boring (8%) 

•	 found school work difficult / struggled to keep up (7%) 

•	 transport problems (6%).71

Have the causes changed since the pandemic? 
In the data and in surveys, illness still features as the most common reason for school 
absence. Within that the prominence of anxiety and mental health issues has risen, 
which is no surprise given the rise in mental ill health among adolescents in general. 

A 2024 survey conducted by DfE asked primary and secondary school parents whose 
child had not attended school every day over the past two weeks why this was. The 
majority of parents (64%) said that their child had been ill. Similarly, the majority of 
pupils (64%) also said they had been ill. The second most common reason given by 
parents (24%) and pupils (30%) was anxiety and mental health problems. Asked what 
factors had contributed to anxiety and mental health problems, the most common 
factors selected by parents were their child’s worries about lessons and learning 
(47%), worries about other pupils’ behaviour (40%), and worries about getting on with 
teachers (39%).72

Have parental attitudes changed since the pandemic? 
Current debates about absence quite often assert that there has been a fundamental 
shift in parental attitudes to school attendance. A 2023 focus group study portrayed 
a complex picture of parents’ attitudes in the wake of the pandemic. Some of the 
parents quoted in the study thought it was hypocritical for the government or schools 
to make a fuss about two weeks away when young people had lost so much schooling 
as a result of the pandemic and teacher strikes, or had regularly been taught by supply 
teachers. Others felt cross about the lack of support for special needs and mental 
health services. Fines were seen as antagonistic and irrelevant, and no deterrent 
to term-time holidays if that was the only break a family could afford. A sense that 
schools were often winding down as holidays approached and mainly scheduling fun 
activities led some parents to feel it was justifiable to organise a family holiday in the 
last weeks of term.73
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Is working from home a factor?
There has also been speculation that increased working from home may lie behind 
some patterns of absence. Data sources that have become available recently do 
suggest that absence is higher on Fridays – but we lack the historic data to establish 
whether it is a new phenomenon.74 As for a possible correlation with working from 
home, research looking in more detail at the ‘Friday effect’ found it was larger in more 
deprived areas, and did not find a positive relationship between areas with high Friday 
absence and areas where large numbers of workers are able to work from home.75

The costs of school absence
School absence poses a range of short- and long-term harms for pupils, and society 
more widely. Absent pupils miss important lessons, teachers have extra burdens of 
repeating material when the pupil reappears, and parents have to find a way to look 
after a child who is at home. These burdens often fall on those who already face 
significant challenges.

Longer term, poor attendance is linked to low attainment, and is a key and growing 
driver of the disadvantage gap.76 Absence from school is associated with a wide  
range of other risks, including being ‘NEET’ (not in education, employment or  
training) between age 16 and 18, experiencing poor mental health, self-harm, 
becoming pregnant as a teenager, drug and alcohol use, unemployment, low earning, 
and offending.77,78 

A 2007 study estimated that the 198,000 truants who missed five weeks of school  
or more had a lifetime cost of £8.8 billion. The costs included extra help required  
in education and social services, lost earnings, extra health needs, and the impact  
of higher crime.79 There has not been a more recent estimate of the full costs.  
However, DfE has recently published an assessment of impact on attainment and 
individual earnings.80

Not in school but not in the absence data
School absence statistics do not include children missing education (sometimes 
abbreviated to CME) who are not registered at a school or receiving suitable education 
elsewhere. The government estimates that there were 149,900 children missing 
education at some time in 2023–24. On school census day in autumn 2024, the 
estimated total was 39,200.81 Recent work by the Education Policy Institute, based on 
comparing school rolls with GP registrations, and deducting those formally registered 
in elective home education, suggested a higher figure.82
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