Successful Strategies in Further Education (FE) Colleges for Raising Students’ Attendance and Punctuality Rates
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1. Background

In 1999-2000, as part of the Raising Quality and Achievement (RQA) initiative, the Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA) interviewed FE college staff to find out ways in which they had been able to raise the attendance and punctuality rates of students.

2.
Successful Strategies for Raising Attendance Rates

2.1 
Contacting students that fail to attend

The preferred and most successful method of following up absenteeism has been to phone students at home on the same day that they were absent. Parents of students aged 16-18 have generally supported this approach. Although some students initially resent being contacted at home in this way, most admit later that they might not have returned to college had they not been chased for their absenteeism.

Tutors have found that it is important to contact absentee students on the same day that they fail to attend college. If, however, it is not possible to chase students up on the actual day when they are absent, it is better to contact them as soon as possible afterwards rather than not at all.

Speaking directly to absentees has proved a more effectively way of raising attendance rates than writing to them or their parents.

2.2
Attendance monitors

Some colleges have successfully countered high absenteeism amongst students by employing an attendance monitor. To be effective, the attendance monitor must form good relationships with the students and be able to act as their ‘critical friend’. The monitors should be able to make follow-up telephone calls to absentees with tact and discretion. Attendance monitors are less successful when their role is merely clerical rather than pastoral and those who are paid low wages for only one or two hours per day often do not have the students’ interests at heart

Attendance monitors must also have the full support of student services, tutors and the management information team if they are to prove effective. 

2.3
Management information systems

An accurate computer-based system to monitor students’ attendance is essential. Such a system also enables staff to monitor attendance rates overall and identify students at risk of dropping out. 

By comparison, paper-based systems for monitoring students’ attendance are not as effective. Information is often not available to tutors on the same day and so they are unable to follow up absenteeism until later in the week when the full impact on the absentee student will be lost.

2.4 Other action that has been instrumental in raising attendance rates

Attendance rates have risen in colleges which have:

· improved their childcare facilities 

· ensured that full-time students meet with their personal tutors at the start of the day

· increased the allocation of hardship funds to students who are experiencing financial difficulties

· rewarded students with 100% attendance rates with cash awards

· produced league tables for course attendance, thereby making absentees unpopular among their peers

· made review of students’ attendance a crucial part of the tutorial process, highlighting the link between poor attendance and failure to achieve their targets.

3
Barriers to Improving Attendance

These have included:

· failure of personal tutors and attendance monitors to contact absentees promptly as a result of poor management information systems

· lack of support from parents who would prefer their son or daughter to work for a living rather than continue with his or her education

· failure of tutors and/or student services to give the monitor necessary support

· failure of the attendance monitor to establish a good rapport with the students, with the result that some students are resentful at being chased for non-attendance and then drop out.

4.
Punctuality

Colleges have been less successful in identifying ways of ensuring that students are punctual for lessons.  Many staff prefer the students to turn up late rather than not at all, and most students who are consistently late for lessons have sound reasons for being so.  Many staff believe that the disciplining of students who are late could have adverse consequences and lead to aggrieved students dropping out altogether.

In some colleges, staff have asked students whether there are certain times of the day when they have problems in getting to classes punctually.  Across colleges, a significant number of students had legitimate difficulties in arriving on time for lessons that started at 9 a.m.  Where possible, some colleges have tried to arrange classes at times when the students have little difficulty in arriving punctually.  It is, however, often difficult for staff to ensure the timetable meets the needs of all students, especially when the college is a large one.

5.
Reasons for Absenteeism or Lack of Punctuality

The main reasons are:

· sickness (usually 16-18 year olds)

· transport difficulties

· personal / family problems

· financial hardship (especially among 19+ year olds)

· poor timetabling (a break of more than one hour between classes is viewed as too much, and anything less than 15 minutes is seen as too little)

Other reasons for absenteeism include:

· holidays (especially common when parents work in the tourist trade)

· work commitments

· dislike of subject, lecturer or tutor

· boredom / lack of motivation

6.
Other Findings

· All staff expect 100% attendance from their students and most agree that when students allow their attendance to fall below 92%, their performance begins to deteriorate.  Students who start courses late are more likely to have a poor attendance record than those who joined them from the outset.

· Attendance rates for key skills and theory lessons are lower than those for practical sessions.

· Close monitoring of students’ attendance is most important during the winter term and especially when students have complete their first assignments before half term.  Many students fail to return to the college after the half-term break.

· It is not always easy to impress upon part-time students who are employed, the importance of giving due priority to their college studies as well as their work commitments.  In some colleges, the attendance rates for full-time students have risen after limiting these students to a maximum of 10 hours of paid employment a week, under the terms of their learning agreement.

7.
List of Case Studies

The findings in this summary have been taken from case studies involving the following colleges:

Askham Bryan College

Boston College

Carmel College

City of Stoke Sixth Form College

Dudley College

East Durham and Houghall College

Esher College

Grimsby College

Hastings College

Havering College

Henley College

Huddersfield College

John Leggott College

Kensington and Chelsea College

Matthew Boulton College

New College, Telford

North East London College

North Tyneside College

Northumberland College

Preston College

Regent College

Tameside College

West Cumbria College

West Herts College

Wigston College
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