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Executive summary 

This report presents findings on attendance at secondary schools in Sussex for SLN Uni 

Connect. The analysis is based on data from the Department for Education, for local 

authorities and for individual schools, which is then related to other factors such as 

disadvantage characteristics and attainment, and also a survey of schools in Sussex set 

out by SLN Uni Connect. 

The report presents data on two different measures of absence, which is the opposite of 

attendance: 

■ The overall absence rate – the number of overall absence sessions divided by the 

number of possible sessions 

■ Persistent absence – the number of persistent absentees (missing 10 per cent or more 

of their own possible sessions) as a percentage of total enrolments 

Key findings 

The key findings from the analysis are as follows: 

Attendance at a local authority level 

The overall absence rate in Sussex was slightly above that in the South East and England 

in 2018/19 (5.74% in Sussex, 5.56% in the South East, and 5.49% in England).  

However, Sussex has followed the national and regional trends of falling overall absence 

rates between 2006/07 and 2013/14, and relative stability since then. In 2006/07, the 

overall absence rate in Sussex was just under eight per cent, while in 2018/19 it was just 

below six per cent. 

The overall absence rate was higher in Brighton and Hove and East Sussex than in West 

Sussex, with rates in 2018/19 of 6.3 per cent, 6.0 per cent and 5.4 per cent respectively. 

The rate of persistent absence in Sussex in 2018/19 was 14.2 per cent, again slightly 

above the national and regional rates (both 13.7%). 

The trend in persistent absence has mirrored that for overall absence, with substantial 

falls between 2006/07 and 2013/14 (from around 25% in 2006/07), and broadly stable 

rates since then. 

As with overall absence, persistent absence was higher in Brighton and Hove and East 

Sussex (15.2% and 15.0% respectively) than it was in West Sussex (13.5%). The 

persistent absence rate in West Sussex was slightly below the national rate. 
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Absence rates were generally above average for Year 11 students, both nationally and 

across Sussex. Nationally, overall absence rates for Year 11 students have been around 

0.7 percentage points higher than the average for all secondary school students in the 

last five years. The gap has generally been less stark in Sussex from 2014/15 onwards, 

although in 2017/18 the gap in Brighton and Hove and West Sussex was larger than the 

gap nationally. 

Persistent absence was also above average for Year 11 students. Nationally the 

persistent absence rate for Year 11 students has been around two percentage points 

above the average for all secondary students since 2014/15, while the gap in Sussex has 

been lower than the national gap; indeed in Brighton and Hove in 2018/19, the persistent 

absence rate for Year 11 students was slightly below the rate for all years (0.4 percentage 

points lower). 

Attendance at a school level 

School-level data on attendance at Sussex secondary schools was obtained from DfE. 

The latest 2018/19 data are presented for 76 schools in Sussex, while the analysis of 

changes over time is based on 71 schools that were operating in both 2006/07 and 

2018/19. 

Two schools had an overall absence rate of above nine per cent – Causeway School in 

Eastbourne and Brighton Aldridge Community Academy (BACA). For all other schools, 

the overall absence rate was between four and eight per cent, with the lowest rate at The 

Cavendish School in Eastbourne. 

Two thirds of schools had absence rates within one percent point of the overall Sussex 

rate of 5.7 per cent. 

All but two schools experienced decreases in their overall absence rates between 

2006/07 and 2018/19. The Hastings Academy experienced the largest decrease in 

percentage point terms, with the overall absence rate falling by nearly five percentage 

points. At the other end of the scale, the overall absence rate at Peacehaven Community 

School increased by one percentage point between 2006/07 and 2018/19, while at Rye 

College there was no change in the overall absence rate. The median decrease was 

around two percentage points. 

Turning to persistent absence, BACA and Causeway School had the highest persistent 

absence rates, as well as the highest overall absence rates, at 27 per cent, more than 

three times the lowest persistent absence rate of 7.6 per cent at St Paul’s Catholic 

College in Burgess Hill. Aside from BACA and Causeway School, seven other schools 

had persistent absence rates above 20 per cent, while nine other schools in addition to St 

Paul’s Catholic College had persistent absence rates below ten per cent. 

As was the case with overall absence, all but two schools saw their persistent absence 

rate fall between 2006/07 and 2018/19 – in Peacehaven Community School persistent 

absence was stable while in St Andrew’s in Worthing it increased slightly, by 0.4 

percentage points. King’s Academy Ringmer experienced the largest decrease in its 
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persistent absence rate, of 20 per cent, while the median decrease was around 10 

percentage points. 

There was a strong correlation between the change in overall absence and the change in 

persistent absence – schools with a large fall on one measure tended to have a large fall 

on the other measure, and similarly for schools with a small fall on the absence 

measures. 

Factors that may influence attendance 

The analysis explored the relationship between attendance and background 

characteristics of school pupils – the proportion eligible for free school meals (FSM), the 

proportion of local young people who enter HE, and the relative disadvantage of the local 

area – to help to understand differences in attendance. 

There is a reasonably strong positive relationship between the proportion of FSM students 

and absence, which explains around 38 per cent of the variation in overall absence, and 

26 per cent of the variation in persistent absence. Some schools, most notably The 

Cavendish School, Ark Alexandra, and The St Leonards Academy, have much lower 

absence rates than would be suggested by the proportion of FSM students. Conversely, 

The Causeway School has the same proportion of FSM students as Ark Alexandra but 

twice as high overall and persistent absence rates. 

Using the Office for Students’ POLAR (Participation of Local Areas) classification, the 

relationship between the proportion of local young people who enter HE and absence 

rates was examined. The relationship was negative, in that areas with low HE 

participation rates had high absence rates and vice versa, but was much weaker than the 

relationship between FSM and absence, explaining less than ten per cent of the variation 

in absence. One reason for the weaker relationship is that POLAR is measured for the 

ward in which the school is located but the student catchment is likely to be much larger, 

and bring in students from areas with higher or lower participation than the area in which 

the school is located. Hove Park School and the Priory School stand out as having much 

higher absence rates than would be expected given local HE participation rates, while 

The Cavendish School stands out as having very low absence rates despite low HE 

participation. 

Absence was positively associated, albeit weakly, with relative deprivation, as measured 

by the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD); schools in areas with higher deprivation 

generally had higher absence rates. Variation in deprivation explained less than ten per 

cent of the variation in absence rates. As with POLAR, IMD is an area-based 

classification and so schools may pull in students from neighbouring areas with higher or 

lower deprivation than the area in which the school is located. Durrington High School has 

the highest deprivation, but one of the lowest absence rates, and The Regis School also 

stands out as having much lower absence than would be suggested by its local 

deprivation. 
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Relationship between attendance and attainment 

Having looked at the factors that may help to explain attendance/absence, the analysis 

then looks at the impact that attendance has on attainment, at a school level. It should be 

noted that analysis by the Department for Education has shown a significant negative link 

between absence and attainment at an individual level, with every day of school missed 

by students associated with lower attainment outcomes. The measure of attainment used 

is the Attainment 8 score, which is described in Section 4.4. 

The analysis for Sussex schools shows that there is a strong negative relationship 

between absence rates and attainment – as absence increases, average attainment 

declines. Variation in absence rates explains over 40 per cent of the variation in 

Attainment 8 scores. Beacon Academy and Priory School stand out as having high 

attainment despite relatively high absence, whereas Chichester High School and Ifield 

Community College are among schools with low absence but low attainment. 

Survey of Sussex schools 

A short survey on attendance was sent by SLN Uni Connect to secondary schools in 

Sussex in March 2020. Seven responses were received from schools across the area – 

three in West Sussex, three in East Sussex, and one in Brighton and Hove. Key findings 

from the survey were: 

■ Strategies to increase attendance were a mix of ‘carrot’ and ‘stick’ approaches, 

including both approaches used within the same school. Rewards and trips were used 

to encourage attendance, either as a regular measure or a short-time incentive during 

specific periods eg in the run-up to Christmas. Schools also used fines/fixed penalty 

notices as an attendance strategy. Other strategies included having dedicated staff to 

monitor attendance and focus on improving attendance, described by some schools as 

similar to the old education welfare officer system, and monitoring systems, including 

targeted at students with high absence or whole-school daily attendance figures. 

■ Two of the seven schools reported that they collected and analysed their own 

attendance data, in addition to any data supplied by the local authority. One analysed 

tracking data for all students, which formed the basis of Reg-Amber-Green ratings on 

absence/attendance, and the other analysed weekly tracking data and shared results 

with the Education Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service (ESBAS). One school 

that did not currently analyse attendance data reported that they would be sharing data 

with local primaries – presumably to identify any incoming students with attendance 

issues. 

■ All responding schools reported that they had an attendance lead at their school, who 

was commonly at Vice Principal or Assistant Principal level. A range of Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD) around attendance was provided, including links 

between attendance and attainment, how to discuss attendance with students and 

families, and recognising Emotional Based School Avoidance (EBSA). Suggestions of 

additional CPD schools would like were often more of what they already provided, such 
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as how better to engage parents in ensuring their children attend, and further work on 

support EBSA including alternative curriculum ideas. 

■ Most responding schools had some representation on external groups regarding 

attendance. Local relationships included local attendance meetings with other school 

leads in the area, groups convened by the local authority, ESBAS, and the WSCC 

behaviour forum and pupil placement forum. Broader relationships were found in multi-

academy trust attendance strategy teams, and a multi-district behaviour and 

attendance panel. Some schools reported that they had received feedback from 

parents/carers on attendance campaigns, some negative and some positive. It was 

felt that where approaches or campaigns were not valued or supported by parents, 

such as the East Sussex ‘Get a Grip’ campaign, the did not have an impact. 

■ Finally, the survey asked respondents to suggest how SLN Uni Connect could support 

schools’ attendance strategies. Aside from more funding (for family liaison officers/ 

alternative curriculum for EBSA/texting students about attendance/staff costs), 

suggestions were around support in engaging with the local community, parent forums, 

and sharing of strategies that have been found to work at improving attendance and 

helping schools to implement them. 
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1 Introduction 

This report sets out the analysis of the secondary school attendance data in Sussex for 

Sussex Learning Network Uni Connect. 

It presents data published by the Department for Education on absence for secondary 

schools in Sussex, along with comparisons with the local authorities, South East region, 

and England as a whole. It also uses school-level data on attainment to investigate the 

links between attendance and attainment, and on pupils eligible for free school meals to 

understand the relationship with attendance. 

Additional data on the HE participation of young people, and multiple deprivation, in the 

wards in which the schools are located are analysed to provide further insights into factors 

that may influence attendance. 

Finally, the report presents the findings from a survey of secondary schools in Sussex 

about attendance issues. 
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2 Attendance data for local authorities 

This chapter from data from the Department for Education (DfE) on attendance at a local 

authority level, to understand how Sussex compares with the regional and national 

pictures. Data are presented first for all secondary year groups combined (Years 7 to 11), 

before looking at variation by year group. 

DfE does not set specific attendance targets, although schools are expected to set their 

own. An overall attendance rate of 95 per cent is generally considered good, therefore 

overall absence rates of five per cent or less would be considered good, and rates above 

five per cent would be considered less good. There is no similar benchmark for the 

proportion of pupils who are persistent absentees (defined as absence rate of 10 per cent 

or more). 

2.1 Local authority trends 

2.1.1 Overall absence rate 

The first key indicator on attendance/absence is the overall absence rate. This is defined 

as the number of overall absence sessions divided by the number of possible sessions 

and expressed as a percentage figure.  

Figure 2.1 shows that the overall absence rate in Sussex fell between 2006/07 and 

2013/14, from just under eight per cent to five and a half per cent, and has been broadly 

stable since then. The three education authorities have followed this overall pattern, with 

the absence rate in West Sussex being slightly below the overall rate, and the rates in 

Brighton and Hove, and East Sussex being slightly above the overall rate. Brighton and 

Hove has had the highest absence rate for the last five years.  

Figure 2.2 shows the comparison between the overall absence rate in Sussex and 

regional and national comparisons with the rates in the South East and England. The rate 

in Sussex has been slightly above both the regional and national absence rates since 

2008/09, with the gap smallest in 2013/14 and 2014/15. 

The absence rate in West Sussex, being slightly below the overall Sussex rate, has been 

very close to the rate for England since 2007/08 – within 0.2 percentage points of the 

national rate. 
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Figure 2.1 Overall absence, state-funded secondary schools in Sussex, 2006/07-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 2.2 Overall absence, state-funded secondary, Sussex, SE & England, 2006/07-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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2.1.2 Persistent absence 

The second key indicator on attendance/absence is persistent absence. This is defined as 

the number of persistent absentees (missing 10 per cent or more of their own possible 

sessions) as a percentage of total enrolments. 

Figure 2.3 shows the trends since 2006/07 in persistent absence in the Sussex local 

authority areas. The proportion of persistent absentees fell substantially between 2006/07 

and 2013/14 in all three areas, from around 25 per cent of all enrolments in 2006/07 to 

around 14 per cent in 2013/14, although it has been fairly stable since then. As with 

overall absence, persistent absence has been lower in West Sussex than in the other two 

areas. 

Figure 2.3 Persistent absence, state-funded secondary schools in Sussex, 2006/07-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 2.4 shows the trends in persistent absence in Sussex, the South East, and 

England. The downward trend is a national phenomenon that Sussex has followed, albeit 

with a slightly higher persistent absence rate than in the South East or the country as a 

whole. 
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Figure 2.4 Persistent absence, state-funded secondary schools, Sussex, SE & England, 

2006/07-17/18 

 

Source: Department for Education 

2.2 Variation by year group 

2.2.1 Overall absence 

Absence data published by DfE are broken down by year of study in secondary education 

for local authority data. The general pattern, in Sussex authorities and in England, is that 

absence increases with year of study, with Year 7 students having the lowest absence 

rates and Year 11 students the highest, although in some years and in some areas, Year 

11 absence rates are slightly lower than those for Year 10 students. 

Figure 2.5 shows the difference in the absence rate for Year 11 students and the overall 

absence rate, for the Sussex local authorities and England, from 2012/13 onwards. The 

gap between Year 11 absence rates and the overall secondary school absence rates has 

been falling in recent years. In England, the Year 11 absence rate was around one 

percentage point above the average rate in 2012/13, but this fell to around 0.7 percentage 

points by 2015/16 and has been stable since. The data for the Sussex local authorities 

show a greater degree of volatility but follow this general pattern, although between 

2017/18 and 2018/19 there was a large fall in the gap in Brighton and Hove and a large 

increase in the gap in East Sussex.  
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Figure 2.5 Difference between Year 11 absence rate and overall rate, state-funded 

secondary schools, 2012/13-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Overall absence rates by year of study for the three local authorities are shown in the 

Appendix. In Brighton and Hove and in East Sussex, the absence rate for Year 11 

students has been slightly below that for Year 10 students for all years except for 

2013/14, while in West Sussex Year 11 absence rate has more commonly been the 

highest of all school years. 

2.2.2 Persistent absence 

Figure 2.6 shows the difference in the proportion of Year 11 students who are persistent 

absentees and the average across all secondary years, for Sussex local authorities and 

England. The pattern is very similar to that for overall absence rates, with the gap 

shrinking over time across the country as a whole, and broadly similar patterns for East 

and West Sussex – in East Sussex the gap has largely been eliminated from 2014/15 

onwards. Brighton and Hove is the exception, with the gap hovering around 1.5 

percentage points since 2012/13. 
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Figure 2.6 Difference between Year 11 persistent absence proportion and overall 

proportion, state-funded secondary schools, 2012/13-17/18 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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3 Attendance data by school 

Having looked at attendance data at a local authority level in the previous chapter, this 

chapter analyses the data for individual schools in Sussex. There are 76 schools included 

in the analysis for 2018/19 (10 in Brighton and Hove, 27 in East Sussex, and 39 in West 

Sussex), while the analysis of changes over time is based on 71 schools that were 

operating in both 2006/07 and 2018/19. Data are available only for all secondary years 

combined (Years 7 to 11).  

3.1 Overall absence rate 

Figure 3.1 shows the overall absence rates for secondary schools in Sussex, ranked from 

highest to lowest. Two schools had an absence rate of over nine per cent, and the others 

ranged from four per cent to nearly eight per cent. Two thirds of schools (68%) had overall 

absence rates within one percentage point of the Sussex rate of 5.7 per cent, while one in 

five (21%) had rates below five per cent. 

Figure 3.1 Overall absence rates among Sussex secondary schools, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Table 3.1 shows the schools with the highest and lowest overall absence rates. 

Causeway School in Eastbourne had the highest rate, although Cavendish School, also in 



 

14   Attendance at secondary schools in Sussex 

 

Eastbourne, had the lowest rate. The remaining four of the five schools with the lowest 

rates were in West Sussex. 

Table 3.1 Secondary schools with the highest and lowest overall absence rates, 2018/19 

School District Local Authority 

Overall 

absence rate 

Causeway School Eastbourne East Sussex 9.24 

Brighton Aldridge Community Academy Brighton & Hove Brighton & Hove 9.20 

Peacehaven Community School Lewes East Sussex 7.76 

Thomas Bennett Community College Crawley West Sussex 7.63 

Portslade Aldridge Community Academy Brighton & Hove Brighton & Hove 7.60 

St Paul's Catholic College Mid Sussex West Sussex 4.29 

Millais School Horsham West Sussex 4.27 

Davison Church of England High School for Girls Worthing West Sussex 4.27 

St Philip Howard Catholic School Arun West Sussex 4.27 

The Cavendish School Eastbourne East Sussex 4.14 

Source: Department for Education 

3.1.1 Change in absence rates 

Figure 3.2 shows schools ranked by the change in the overall absence rate between 

2006/07 and 2018/19. One school experienced a decrease of nearly five percentage 

points, and several experienced decreases of around four per centage points. At the other 

end of the scale, one school experienced an increase in increase in absence rates. 

Table 3.2 shows the schools with the largest and smallest decreases in overall absence, 

and shows that the Hastings Academy experienced the largest decrease of nearly five 

percentage points, while Peacehaven Community School experienced an increase of 

around one percentage point. 
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Figure 3.2 Change in overall absence rates among Sussex secondary schools, 2006/07 to 

2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Table 3.2 Secondary schools with the largest and smallest decreases in overall absence 

rates, 2006/07 to 2018/19 

Name District 

Local 

Authority 

Change in overall 

absence rate 

The Hastings Academy Hastings East Sussex -4.86 

The Sir Robert Woodard Academy Adur West Sussex -4.13 

Robertsbridge Community College Rother East Sussex -3.92 

King's Academy Ringmer Lewes East Sussex -3.90 

St Wilfrid's Catholic Comprehensive School Crawley West Sussex -3.88 

Bishop Luffa School, Chichester Chichester West Sussex -0.23 

Felpham Community College Arun West Sussex -0.21 

St Catherine's College Eastbourne West Sussex -0.21 

Rye College Rother East Sussex -0.04 

Peacehaven Community School Lewes East Sussex 0.95 

Source: Department for Education 
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3.2 Persistent absence 

Figure 3.3 shows the proportion of persistent absenteeism in secondary schools in 

Sussex, with schools ranked from highest to lowest. Two schools had persistent 

absenteeism rates of over 25 per cent and a further seven schools had rates above 20 

per cent. At the other end of the scale, nine schools had rates below 10 per cent. Two 

fifths of schools (42%) had persistent absence rates within two percentage points of the 

overall Sussex average of 14.2 per cent. 

Table 3.3 lists the schools with the highest and lowest persistent absenteeism rates. 

These lists are very similar to those for the overall absence rates, given the very close 

correlation between overall absence rates and persistent absenteeism rate. 

Figure 3.3 Persistent absenteeism rates among Sussex secondary schools, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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Table 3.3 Secondary schools with the highest and lowest persistent absence rates, 2018/19 

School District Local Authority 

Persistent 

absenteeism rate 

Brighton Aldridge Community Academy Brighton and Hove Brighton and Hove 26.97 

Causeway School Eastbourne East Sussex 26.92 

The Academy, Selsey Chichester West Sussex 22.48 

Thomas Bennett Community College Crawley West Sussex 22.43 

The Gatwick School Crawley West Sussex 22.17 

St Philip Howard Catholic School Arun West Sussex 9.25 

St Richard's Catholic College Rother East Sussex 8.97 

Millais School Horsham West Sussex 8.59 

The Cavendish School Eastbourne East Sussex 7.86 

St Paul's Catholic College Mid Sussex West Sussex 7.57 

Source: Department for Education 

3.2.1 Change in persistent absenteeism 

Figure 3.4 presents data on the change between 2006/07 and 2018/19 in persistent 

absenteeism rates by school, with schools ranked by size of decrease. There is a 

relatively smooth ordering of schools by their size of decrease, while one school 

experienced an increase in their persistent absenteeism rate over this period, and in 

another there was no change. 

Table 3.4 shows the schools with the largest and smallest decreases. There is some 

overlap, with King’s Academy Ringmer and The Sir Robert Woodard Academy being 

featuring in the five schools with the largest decreases on each measure, and Bishop 

Luffa School, Rye College and Peacehaven Community School among those with the 

smallest decreases on each measure.  
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Figure 3.4 Change in proportion of persistent absentees among Sussex secondary 

schools, 2006/07 to 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Table 3.4 Secondary schools with the largest and smallest decreases in persistent absence 

rates, 2006/07 to 2018/19 

Name District 

Local 

Authority 

Change in persistent 

absenteeism 

King's Academy Ringmer Lewes East Sussex -19.89 

Patcham High School 

Brighton & 

Hove 

Brighton & 

Hove -18.05 

Portslade Aldridge Community 

Academy 

Brighton & 

Hove 

Brighton & 

Hove -16.91 

The Sir Robert Woodard Academy Adur West Sussex -16.88 

The Littlehampton Academy Arun West Sussex -16.20 

Steyning Grammar School Horsham West Sussex -2.16 

Bishop Luffa School, Chichester Chichester West Sussex -1.35 

Rye College Rother East Sussex -1.06 

Peacehaven Community School Lewes East Sussex -0.08 

St Andrew's CofE High School for Boys Worthing West Sussex 0.43 

Source: Department for Education 
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The relationship between the changes in each absence indicator for schools is shown in 

the Appendix, and shows a clear positive relationship – some schools with large 

decreases in persistent absence also had large decreases in overall absence, and 

schools with little change in one indicator also had little change in the other. 
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4 Relationship between attendance, 
disadvantage and attainment 

This chapter examines the relationship between attendance and background 

characteristics of students that may explain differences in attendance, and also the impact 

that attendance may have on attainment levels.  

4.1 Attendance and free school meals 

Figure 4.1 shows the relationship between the proportion of students eligible for free 

school meals and the overall absence rate, while Figure 4.2 shows the relationship with 

persistent absence. 

There is a reasonably strong positive correlation between FSM students and absence 

levels – as the proportion of FSM students increases, the absence rate tends to increase. 

The proportion of FSM students explains around 38 per cent of the variation in overall 

absence rates, and around 26 per cent of the variation in persistent absence. 

The are some schools, to the bottom right quadrants of the two figures, that have high 

proportions of FSM students but relatively low absence rates. Ark Alexandra in Hastings 

has around 23 per cent of students eligible for free school meals, which would suggest an 

overall absence rate of seven per cent and a persistent absence proportion of 18 per 

cent, which compare with the actual figures of five per cent and 12 per cent respectively. 

Similarly, The Cavendish School had an overall absence rate of just over four per cent, 

but based on its proportion of FSM students (12.4%) would be expected to have an 

absence rate of almost six per cent. 

Conversely, Causeway School in Eastbourne has a similar proportion of FSM students as 

Ark Alexandra but has much higher absence rates, with an overall rate of nine per cent, 

and a persistent absence proportion of 27 per cent. 
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Figure 4.1 Relationship between FSM students and overall absence, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 4.2 Relationship between FSM students and persistent absence, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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4.2 Attendance and HE participation 

The Office for Students’ POLAR1 (Participation of Local Areas) is a classification which 

groups local areas in the United Kingdom based on the proportion of young people that 

participate in higher education. POLAR classifies local areas into five groups – also 

known as quintiles – based on the proportion of 18 year olds who enter higher education 

aged either 18 or 19 years old. The latest version of the classification, POLAR4, is based 

on the combined participation rates of those who entered higher education between the 

academic years 2009-10 and 2013-14 if they entered aged 18, or between 2010-11 and 

2014-15 if they entered aged 19. POLAR4 data have been produced for Middle Layer 

Super Output Areas, and the data have been mapped onto the wards in which secondary 

schools are located. 

In comparison with the free school meals data, there is a much weaker relationship 

between young people’s HE participation and absence, as shown in Figure 4.3 and Figure 

4.4. The best-fit regression lines are downward sloping, with schools in areas of high HE 

participation tending to have low levels of absence, although the relationship is heavily 

influenced by the two schools with the highest absence rates (BACA in Brighton and Hove 

and Causeway School in Eastbourne) being in areas with very low HE participation. If 

these two schools are excluded then the regression lines would be close to flat; with these 

schools, the variation in HE participation rates explains eight per cent of the variation in 

overall absence rates and six per cent of the variation in persistent absence proportions. 

The Cavendish School stands out as having much lower absence rates than would be 

expected given the proportion of young people who participate in HE, while Hove Park 

has much higher than expected absence rates given local HE participation. 

One factor that is likely to explain the weaker relationship than that seen with free school 

meals is that the HE participation of the ward in which the school is located does not 

reflect the whole catchment for the school – pupils may live in neighbouring wards with 

higher or lower HE participation than the school’s ward. 

 

1 https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/polar-participation-of-local-areas/ 
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Figure 4.3 Relationship between young HE participation and overall absence, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 4.4 Relationship between young HE participation and persistent absence, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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4.3 Attendance and multiple deprivation 

The Indices of Multiple Deprivation measure a range of material disadvantage indicators, 

relating to income, employment, education and training, barriers to housing and services 

etc. These are produced for very small areas – Lower Layer Super Output Areas 

(LSOAs). A combined single Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is produced and is used 

to rank local areas across the country in terms of deprivation. We have constructed IMD 

scores for wards in Sussex based on a look-up of LSOAs to wards. The scores in 

themselves do not provide a meaningful absolute measure, but they provide a relative 

measure – a ward with a higher score than another ward will have higher levels of 

material deprivation. 

Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.6 show that there is a weak positive relationship between the IMD 

score and absence rates, with schools in areas with higher deprivation scores generally 

having higher absence rates. Differences in IMD scores explain nine per cent of the 

variation in overall absence rates, and five per cent of the variation in persistent absence. 

One outlier school in the bottom right of the figures – Durrington High School – has by far 

the highest IMD score but among the lowest absence rates. If this outlier is excluded then 

the relationship between IMD and absence is stronger, although not as strong as the 

relationship between FSM and absence. 

As with the POLAR analysis, the IMD rating of the ward in which the school is located is 

unlikely to reflect the IMD rating of the total student catchment area, and there may be 

students from higher or lower IMD areas attending the school. 

Figure 4.5 Relationship between multiple deprivation and overall absence, 2018/19 
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Source: Department for Education 

Figure 4.6 Relationship between multiple deprivation and persistent absence, 2017/18 

 

Source: Department for Education 

4.4 Attendance and attainment 

Finally in this chapter, the analysis looks at the relationship between attendance 

measures and attainment at GCSE.  

Previous analysis by the Department for Education has shown a significant negative link 

between absence and attainment at an individual level, with every day of school missed 

by students associated with lower attainment outcomes. The analysis here focuses on 

school-level data to understand the association between a school’s overall and persistent 

absence rates, and average attainment for the school. 

The attainment indicator used is the Attainment 8 score, which measures the 

achievement of a pupil across 8 qualifications including mathematics (double weighted) 

and English (double weighted), 3 further qualifications that count in the English 

Baccalaureate (EBacc) measure and 3 further qualifications that can be GCSE 

qualifications (including EBacc subjects) or any other non-GCSE qualifications on the DfE 

approved list. Each individual grade a pupil achieves is assigned a point score, from 1 
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point for a GCSE grade G up to 8.5 points for a grade A*2. This measure has been chosen 

as it has the largest coverage in terms of pupils entered. 

Figure 4.7 shows that there is a negative relationship between overall absence rates and 

attainment – as absence increases, average attainment declines: 

■ The five schools with the highest Attainment 8 scores have below average absence 

rates (top left of the figure); and 

■ The five schools with the highest overall absence rates have below average Attainment 

8 scores (bottom right of the figure; the average Attainment 8 score for Sussex was 46) 

Figure 4.8 shows the relationship between persistent absence and attainment, and again 

there is a strong negative relationship. 

Beacon Academy and Priory School stand out as having high attainment despite relatively 

high absence, whereas Chichester High School and Ifield Community College are among 

schools with low absence but low attainment. 

Variation in absence rates explains over 40 per cent of the variation in Attainment 8 

scores – overall absence explains 45 per cent of the variation, and persistent absence 

explains 42 per cent of the variation. 

Figure 4.7 Relationship between overall absence and attainment, 2018/19 

 

 

2 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/561021/

Progress_8_and_Attainment_8_how_measures_are_calculated.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/561021/Progress_8_and_Attainment_8_how_measures_are_calculated.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/561021/Progress_8_and_Attainment_8_how_measures_are_calculated.pdf
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Source: Department for Education 

Figure 4.8 Relationship between persistent absence and attainment, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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5 School survey findings 

A short survey on attendance was sent by SLN Uni Connect to secondary schools in 

Sussex in March 2020. Seven responses were received from schools across the area – 

three in West Sussex, three in East Sussex, and one in Brighton and Hove. 

5.1 Strategies and programmes to increase 
attendance 

Schools were asked about which strategies they had implemented to increase 

attendance, and whether they had any current projects running to increase attendance. 

Responses often discussed the same activities as both strategies and programmes. 

The respondent schools reported that they had implemented a range of strategies to 

increase attendance, with a mixture of ‘carrot’ strategies to encourage attendance, ‘stick’ 

strategies to deter absence, dedicated attendance staff, and monitoring strategies to 

inform students and parents. 

Four schools reported using rewards (including reward trips for 95%+ attendance) to 

encourage attendance, either as a regular measure or a short-term incentive during 

specific periods such as the lead up to Christmas. Rewards were offered by schools with 

above and below average absence levels, although the survey did not collect information 

on when strategies were implemented so it is not possible to tell if the strategies were 

having an impact on absence rates. 

Conversely, two schools reported that they used fines/fixed penalty notices as an 

attendance strategy (one with high absence rates, the other with low absence rates). Both 

of these also offered rewards, so had a mixture of ‘carrot’ and ‘stick’. 

Three schools mentioned that they had dedicated staff to work to improve attendance. As 

one school put it: 

We have appointed an attendance officer who monitors attendance and works 

closely with families to focus on improving attendance … ex-ESBAS [Education 

Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service] who is helping the school identify and 

prioritise those families where impact can be made. 

Another described that their attendance intervention officers were similar to the old 

education welfare officer system. One mentioned that they were supported by the wider 

Education Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service (ESBAS), their academy trust, and 

other funding sources to provide staffing to support vulnerable students, to reduce 

exclusions and to better engage hard to reach students. 
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A range of monitoring strategies were reported. Some were based on tracking of 

individuals – ‘close tracking of attendance and interventions for those identified through 

Year Leaders’ was reported by a school with low absence rates – while others were 

whole-school, such as displaying daily attendance figures. 

The school with the lowest absence rates among responding schools reported that their 

strategies consisted of nudge texting to parents and students, clear and consistent 

attendance procedures, and Red-Amber-Green rating of Pupil Premium students with 

weekly individual meetings with them. 

Other strategies included whole school attendance workshops, close work with social 

care, regular calls to families and home visits. 

Three schools reported that there were strategies or projects that they had considered but 

not implemented, or were planning to implement in the near future. One reported that they 

would like to have a family liaison officer to do home visits but didn’t have the funding, 

another intended to restart close links with ESBAS as part of a new focus to drive 

attendance at the school, and the third intended to join a local schools group on 

attendance. 

5.2 Attendance data and analysis 

Two schools reported that they collected and analysed their own attendance data, in 

addition to any data supplied by the local authority. 

One reported that they collected and analysed detailed tracking data for every student, 

and that this formed the basis of the Red-Amber-Green ratings which identified priority 

students for meetings with Year Leaders to discuss absence/attendance. 

The other reported weekly tracking data including students on fixed penalty notices, and 

this was referred to external partners such as ESBAS. 

Additionally, one school who said they did not currently collect data on attendance 

reported that they would be sharing data with local primaries – presumably to identify any 

incoming students with attendance issues. 

5.3 Attendance lead and Continuing Professional 
Development 

All responding schools reported that they had an attendance lead at their school, who was 

commonly at Vice Principal or Assistant Principal level. 

Schools had provided a range of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) around 

attendance, including: 

■ The link between attendance and attainment; 

■ How to discuss attendance with students and families – training tutors to be proactive 

about following up and challenging poor attendance; staff training on mediation 
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techniques to support conversations with parents; training for staff in how to work with 

families on attendance; 

■ Coding compliance; 

■ Off-rolling and EHE compliance/legislation; 

■ Safeguarding in relation to absence; 

■ Recognising Emotional Based School Avoidance (EBSA); 

■ Trauma training; 

■ Training sessions from the Pupil Entitlement team; and 

■ External reviews of attendance strategies. 

Three schools gave suggestions of additional CPD they would like to have in relation to 

attendance strategies. One provided a number of points on which they would appreciate 

CPD: 

How better to engage parents in ensuring their children attend. To support parental 

understanding of the importance of attendance. To support parental understanding 

of medical evidence, broken weeks. The best and swiftest strategies known to the 

best of schools which can impact swiftly on our attendance 

Another mentioned further work on supporting EBSA and alternative curriculum ideas, 

while the third mentioned any strategies they could employ that are known to work in 

similar contexts to their own school and community (rural school, above average absence 

rates). 

5.4 External relationships regarding attendance 

The survey asked if respondents, or any of their colleagues, represented their school on 

any local, regional or national groups around attendance. 

Two schools did not have any representation on external groups, while two reported that 

they were on local groups, a further two reported that they were on local and regional 

groups, and one reported that they were on a national group. 

Local groups included local attendance meetings with other school leads in the area, 

groups convened by the local authority, ESBAS, and the WSCC behaviour forum and 

pupil placement forum. 

Regional groups included the multi-academy trust attendance strategy team, and a multi-

district behaviour and attendance panel. 

Schools were also asked whether they worked with any external agencies to support their 

attendance strategy. Five responded that they had, and the agencies mentioned included 

ESBAS, WSCC Early Help and Pupil Entitlement, Youthdream Attendance Intervention 

Officers, Early Help service, and Think Family workers. 
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Three schools reported that they had received feedback from parents and carers on 

national or local media campaigns about attendance. One reported that their parents did 

not appreciate the East Sussex ‘Get a Grip’ campaign on attendance, although a recent 

attendance campaign based around removing children for holidays that had featured 

children from the school had been better received and was felt to be more child/parent 

friendly than the ‘Get a Grip’ campaign. Another school reported that they had positive 

feedback from parents to local campaigns and felt that as a result attendance had 

improved by one percentage point. The third school reported that where approaches were 

not valued or supported by parents, they did not have an impact. These responses 

suggest the importance of ensuring that campaigns are well received by parents if they 

are to be impactful. 

5.5 Suggestions for support from SLN Uni Connect 

The final question in the survey asked schools to suggest how SLN Uni Connect could 

support their school around its attendance strategies. 

A lot of suggestions were around more funding – for a family liaison officer, for 

appropriate alternative curriculum for EBSA, to ensure that students receive text 

messages about attendance, or for staff costs be it pastoral or teaching staff. 

One school suggested support in engaging with their local community: 

To help us to better engage with our community, for the parents and their children to 

view school and working together as the key to helping their child to gain agency 

about their place in life and to know that education is their route to success and 

social mobility. 

Another suggested support with parent forums linked to career opportunities (rural 

school). 

A final suggestion was for SLN Uni Connect to gather strategies that work at improving 

attendance and help schools to implement them – this school said that other than regular 

harassment, they had not yet found a strategy that worked. 
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Appendix figures and tables 

 

Figure 5.1 Overall absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in Brighton and 

Hove, 2012/13-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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Figure 5.2 Overall absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in East Sussex, 

2012/13-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 5.3 Overall absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in West Sussex, 

2012/13-18/19 
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Source: Department for Education 

 

Figure 5.4 Overall persistent absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in 

Brighton and Hove, 2012/13-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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Figure 5.5 Overall persistent absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in East 

Sussex, 2012/13-18/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 

Figure 5.6 Overall persistent absence rate by year, state-funded secondary schools in West 

Sussex, 2012/13-18/19 
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Source: Department for Education 

Figure 5.7 Relationship between overall absence rate and persistent absenteeism, Sussex 

secondary schools, 2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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Figure 5.8 Relationship between change in overall absence rate and change in persistent 

absenteeism, Sussex secondary schools, 2006/07-2018/19 

 

Source: Department for Education 
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