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

The 2005 Regulations that require schools maintained by local authorities to set targets for reducing absence, cease to have effect after the school year ending in summer 2008. We are therefore proposing new Regulations that maintain such targets, and place in law a focus on individual pupils as well as whole-school absence. The proposed regulations apply to England only and are intended to come into force on 1 September 2007.
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	1
	Executive Summary

	1.1
	Pupil absence from school continues to be a high priority for the Government as part of its commitment to raising educational standards for all children.  Regular attendance helps to raise educational attainment and narrow gaps between pupil groups.  It also helps improve outcomes for children outside and beyond their time at school.  Targets are an essential part of that work, because they show what we need to achieve and provide a clear focus for improvements.  

The Education (School Attendance Targets)(England) Regulations 2005 require all schools maintained by local authorities, except special schools established in hospitals, to set targets on pupil absence, based on levels of absence in schools then collected by the Department.  The information now collected, analysed and published by the Department through the termly school census is for individual pupils.  This level of detail provides a better understanding of how absence tends to be concentrated amongst pupils, and it allows a more specific focus on where to target local resources.

These proposals for new Regulations aim to ensure that school absence targets from school year 2008/09 onwards reflect that deeper understanding.  We are proposing that schools focus on pupils with the highest levels of absence, as well as continuing to reduce total school absences where these are higher than average.  

We are proposing that new Education (School Attendance Targets)(England) Regulations 2007 come into force on 1 September 2007, in order that schools’ governing bodies have plenty of time to plan and set absence targets for academic year 2008/09 by 31 December 2007.

	2
	Background and Context

	2.1
	The Education (School Attendance Targets)(England) Regulations 2005 came into force on 14 February 2005, revoking an earlier iteration in 1999.  

The 2005 Regulations place a duty on all schools maintained by local authorities to set – for the school years commencing in 2005 through to 2007 – “annual targets for reducing the number of absences from school” (Regulation 3).  The last of these duties was that for the school year commencing in September 2007 (Regulation 4(1)(c)).  

The express purpose of the 2005 Regulations was for schools’ governing bodies to set appropriate and challenging targets on reducing total absence, and to submit these to local authorities.  Where local authorities were unsatisfied with the proposed targets, they could ask that this be revised by the school.  In the event that this revision was unsatisfactory, the local authority could itself set the target.  

However the targets were arrived at, local authorities would then notify the Department of each of these school-level absence targets, expressed as a percentage of total possible attendances by pupils at each school.

During 2005/06 the Department started to collect information on individual pupils’ progress, including absence data.  Data from the autumn and spring terms indicated that ‘persistently absent’ secondary pupils (each with 20% or more absence, and making up just under 8% of the total) accounted for nearly a third of total secondary absence and nearly two-thirds of secondary unauthorised absence nationally.  There is a strong educational and social case for encouraging schools to focus their energies on this group of pupils. 

	3
	The Proposals

	3.1
	The purpose of setting targets for absence is to focus the attention of the whole school community on improving school attendance and taking all instances of absence seriously.  Schools will not be penalised if they do not meet their targets. However, they will be expected to work with their local authority to address any problems, to re-evaluate their approaches to absence management, and to make changes in their procedures.

Schools which have been successful in tackling absenteeism have done so because they recognise the importance of good school attendance in promoting standards and children’s well being and working with parents to ensure that there is minimum disruption to their child’s education.

We are proposing two main powers be introduced that allow the Secretary of State to direct schools maintained by local authorities to work with local authorities in setting appropriate absence targets for each year to be specified.

The first is an overall absence target – to reduce the total absences in a school to below a locally agreed percentage of the total possible attendances.  

This is essentially a continuation of the targets set by the Regulations in 2005, and applies to all schools maintained by local authorities in England commencing from school year 2008/09.  It ensures that schools work to reduce overall levels of absence (whether authorised or not) where these are higher than average; or can work to maintain or minimise their levels of absence where lower than average.

The targets are set by the school.  If these targets are regarded as unsatisfactory by the local authority, the local authority has the power to require a revised target, and if still unsatisfied, to set a revised target itself.  Once a target is set, it would then be notified to the Department.  

The second is a focused absence target – to reduce in the school years specified the numbers and/or the percentages of pupils whose individual absence rate is above a nationally determined level (e.g.  20% or more).

This power will not be applicable to all schools maintained by local authorities, but rather those schools which our analyses indicate have a significantly higher level of absence for a specific group of pupils (e.g.  persistent absentees with 20% or more absence; or pupils with significant amounts of absence recorded under a specific reason for absence code).  

The targets are set by the school.  If these targets are regarded as unsatisfactory by the local authority, the local authority has the power to require a revised target, and if still unsatisfied, to set a revised target itself.  Once a target is set, it would then be notified to the Department.  

This power would also allow the Department to focus local authority support on schools that are identified through a combination of factors – such as having a higher than average school absence rate and percentage of pupils whose absence rate is above a given threshold.  The schools highlighted would then expect to be given targeted support and challenge from their local authority, and in certain cases from the Department.
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	How To Respond

	4.1
	You can respond on-line at www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/. 
Or in writing to: 

Consultation Unit
Department for Education and Skills
Area 1A
Castle View House
East Lane
Runcorn
Cheshire
WA7 2GJ

or by fax to:01928 794113, or by e-mail to AttendanceTargets.CONSULTATION@dfes.gsi.gov.uk
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	Additional Copies

	5.1
	Additional copies are available electronically and can be downloaded from the DfES consultations site at http://www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/ 
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	Plans for making results public

	6.1
	In accordance with the Cabinet Office code of practice, the results of this consultation exercise will be made public on the Department’s website at www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations on the 13th June 2007.


