Collection of reasons for absence from key stage 3 tests
Findings of 2007 Pilot

1. Summary
1.1
In the summer of 2007, the Department invited 121 schools with absence rates of 10% or more of the cohort in the 2006 tests to provide reasons for absence from the 2007 key stage 3 national curriculum tests. 72 schools responded to the invitation, giving a response rate of 60%. Analysis of their responses revealed that absence fell by 5% points in English, 2% points in mathematics and 3% points in science and that there is action that can be undertaken by schools to reduce avoidable absence from tests. 
2. Background

2.1
The national absence rate for key stage 2 national curriculum tests is stable at around 1% whereas the absence rate for key stage 3 tests tends to be higher, between 3% and 4%. Indeed, provisional figures from the 2007 national curriculum tests suggest that 4% of pupils were absent from the English KS3 test, 3% from the mathematics KS3 test and 3% from the science KS3 test.  A total of 32,600 pupils missed one or more KS3 tests in 2007. 

2.2
In 2007, 1024 schools had absence rates of 5% or above. 
3. 2007 Pilot

3.1
In order to address Ministers’ concern at the high level of absence from key stage 3 tests, the Department piloted an approach in the summer of 2007 whereby 121 schools with absence rates of 10% or more of the cohort in the 2006 tests were invited to provide the reasons for absence from the 2007 tests. 
4. Findings

4.1
Analysis of the data received revealed that, in schools that returned the survey, overall test absence rates fell by 5% points in English, 2% points in mathematics and 3% points in science (see table 1). 
Table 1: percentage of pupils absent from KS3 tests (figures relate to the 72 schools that returned the 2007 reason for absence survey)

	 KS3 Test
	2006
	2007
	Reduction

	English
	12%
	7%
	5%

	Mathematics
	8%
	6%
	2%

	Science
	9%
	6%
	3%


 
4.2
Analysis of the pilot data also revealed that 88% of the schools that took part in the survey reported reductions in levels of test absence for key stage 3 English, 74% of schools in mathematics and 75% of schools in science (see table 2). 
Table 2: breakdown of reported decreases/increases by schools
	KS3 test
	Number of schools

	 
	Reduced
	Same
	Increased

	English
	63 (88%)
	2 (3%)
	7 (10%)

	Maths
	53 (74%)
	4 (6%)
	15 (21%)

	Science
	54 (75%)
	8 (11%)
	10 (14%)


4.3
Schools gave a range of reasons for test absence, which are summarised in table 3. Reasons most commonly cited under unauthorised absence (other) were truancy and refusal to attend school. 

Table 3: reasons for key stage 3 test absence

	Reason for the test absence
	% of absent pupils

	Unauthorised absence (Other)
	53%

	Illness
	25%

	Dual registration
	6%

	Excluded
	5%

	Family holiday (authorised)
	4%

	Family holiday (unauthorised)
	4%

	Interview
	2%

	Traveller absence
	1%


4.4
Further analysis of the pilot data suggests that the invitation to provide reasons for the test absence may have focused schools’ attention on reducing/eliminating test absence. Indeed, many of the schools and LAs reported that they had adopted deliberate strategies and/or introduced a range of incentives which they believed contributed to the reduction in their key stage 3 test absence levels, including:
(i) writing letters to parents of students who missed 'practice' tests
  
(ii) texting all parents to remind them of the times of the tests
(iii)  providing water and cereal bars for each session
(iv) entering all students who attended fully, came properly equipped and behaved appropriately into a draw for a £100 prize
(v) providing breakfast clubs and/or football clubs after tests

(vi) using school minibus to collect pupils with attendance issues
(vii) phoning the parents on the mornings of the tests
4.5
Although the sample of schools was small, the evidence they provided confirms that there are actions which schools can take to minimise avoidable absence from national curriculum tests.    

5. Next steps

5.1
Ministers are committed to reducing absence from key stage 3 national curriculum tests so as to maximise the pupils for whom there is an objective measure of progress.  Ministers intend that, in May 2008, all maintained schools with key stage 3 test absence rates of 5% or above of the school’s cohort in two consecutive years in either English, mathematics or science will provide the Department with reasons for the test absence. This information will be used to inform local and national strategies to minimise avoidable absence from tests and will help schools to develop strategies for reducing test absence levels. 
5.2
The Department intends to undertake a consultation on the proposed method for collecting the reasons for the test absence in October 2007. Further information will be available in October on the Department’s website at www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations. 
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