Review of the Regulations Requiring Schools Maintained by Local Authorities to Set Attendance Targets of Pupils in Schools

Department of Education and Skills Response to the Consultation
Introduction

The Department consulted local authorities, schools, professional bodies and the general public on its proposals to set regulations requiring schools to set attendance targets.  The consultation ran from 26 February to 21 May 2007 and a report on responses that the Department received is available on its website at www.dfes.gov.uk/consultation.  This document sets out the Department’s response to the consultation.

Setting targets to manage absence

81% of respondents agreed that the regulations should require schools to set targets to manage absence but concern was expressed that target setting does not take the needs of children with medical needs into consideration.  It is not the Department’s intention that parents, schools and local authorities should make children attend school when they are not well enough.  However, it wants to discourage unnecessary absence, such as for trivial ailments, and it wants to encourage schools and local authorities to support the education of pupils with medical needs.  Further information on supporting children with medical needs is available at www.dfes.gov.uk/sickchildren.

Concern was expressed that target setting does not reduce absence but this was countered by other respondents who felt that target setting would enable schools and local authorities to focus on absence.  The Department agrees that target setting alone does not reduce absence and sees it as a way of putting a focus on the issue and as part of the effective practice adopted by many schools.

The Department will introduce a regulation requiring all maintained schools to set targets for overall absence.  This will continue the current requirement under statutory instrument 2005/58, which can be viewed at the websites given below.  The Department will produce guidance for schools and local authorities on setting targets which will explain that it expects schools to set school-level targets to reach and maintain low levels of overall absence within their context.  There will be no regulatory requirement for schools to set targets for individual pupils but this will not prevent schools agreeing targets with pupils and their parents where appropriate.  The regulations will provide that schools must agree their targets with their local authority and the Department expects that they will work together to ensure that the targets are realistic but aspirational.  
Setting targets to reduce high levels of individual absence
61% of respondents agreed that the Secretary of State should have the power to direct schools to set targets to reduce high levels of individual absence but some expressed concern that the Secretary of State would set the targets.  The Department does not intend to set targets, the regulations will only enable it to tell schools that they must set targets and agree those targets with their local authority.
Some respondents suggested that the Secretary of State should only use this measure when there is a problem.  The regulations will limit the Department’s use of this power so that it can only direct schools with high levels of absence to set additional targets.  The regulations will enable the Secretary of State to direct schools to set targets to reduce persistent absence and absence for specific reasons.  These targets will be at school-level but, as stated above, this will not prevent schools agreeing targets with individual pupils.  

Respondents expressed concern about the intervention threshold of 80% that was in the consultation document – they felt intervention was needed with pupils at a much earlier point.  The Department agrees.  Schools should intervene, with the support of the appropriate agencies, to prevent pupils’ attendance deteriorating, becoming poor or becoming persistent absence.  The threshold in the consultation document is not the point at which the Department believes that schools and local authorities should intervene with individual pupils; it is a point at which the Department could intervene with schools and require them to set targets.

Agreeing targets with local authorities

68% of respondents agreed that schools should continue to agree their targets with their local authority but concern was expressed that schools must balance their aspirations with what they can realistically achieve.  One respondent stated that targets should be “sufficiently aspirational” whilst another was concerned about schools setting targets that are too aspirational.  The regulations will stipulate that schools should agree their targets with their local authority and empower local authorities to reject targets that are unrealistic, insufficiently aspirational or too aspirational.  Agreeing the targets with the local authority rather than the Department will enable schools and local authorities to take local context into consideration.  The regulations will not enable the Department to reject targets that schools have agreed with their local authorities.  As with the current regulations schools will be able to modify their targets but must obtain their local authority’s agreement.
Further information

The regulations will be published on the following websites when they are made:

· www.opsi.gov.uk/legislation; and

· www.statutelaw.gov.uk.

The Department will publish guidance for schools and local authorities about target setting and applying the regulations along side its other advice on school attendance at www.dfes.gov.uk/schoolattendance. 
