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The aims of this session  

To reflect on the 
current picture of 
school attendance 

difficulties

To share the co-
production journey 
undertaken by the 

Barriers to 
Education group

To share an 
evidence-based 
framework for 

supporting 
attendance and 

engagement 

To consider how 
the framework 

might support you 
in your own work 

with education 
settings, families 

and other services



Why are we talking about this?

Persistent absence rates hit 22.3% for academic year 22-23 (DfE data 
indicates this has doubled since the pandemic)

Persistent absence in secondary schools for this period was at 28.3%

37.9% of disadvantaged pupils persistently absent

Local authorities are reporting dramatic rise in young people struggling 
to attend for reasons of emotional wellbeing/mental health



Key insights



What is the relevance for EPs?

Young people with ND, Mental Health needs, or SEND are disproportionately vulnerable. 

In a recent survey, 60% of EPs said at least half of their time was spent on supporting 
attendance difficulties.

60% of EPs had been involved in developing their LA or service’s guidance on supporting 
attendance. 100% had been involved in promoting their guidance and delivering training.

90% reported working with school staff and other services directly, with 70% also working 
with parents and children.



How did we get here?

Covid context
An increasingly 

narrow curriculum

Rigid approaches to 
behaviour and 

inclusion
Teacher stress

Poverty and cost of 
living crisis

The rise of Mental 
Health needs in the 
school population

Breakdown of home-
school 

relationship/contract

We might have 
expected recovery, 
but the data isn’t 

showing this. 



Educational Psychology Service
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From: Global Disaster Preparedness Centre (2015) Leading in Disaster Recovery: a Companion Through the Chaos

How did we get here?



What can we do?



Activity 1: what is going well?

Think about the work in your local area. What activity is happening under the 
following broad headings?

• Wellbeing

• Affirmative Practice

• Relational Approaches

• Mutual understanding and partnership working

• Timely Response to need

• Holistic Support for Young People



Barriers to Education

An Evidence Based Approach



Barriers to Education

• We started this project as a way to find a solution to a gap we were experiencing in our 
work with children and families, as the current guidance did not appear to be meeting 
their needs (entrenched/extended non-attendance, and primarily neurodivergent 
young people).

• Over time, there has been a growing parent/carer voice (online, in books), new 
academic research and increased media interest; attendance is currently a top priority 
for the DfE and Ofsted (and therefore schools).

• We recognise the complexities and competing demands this raises, and the reduced 
funding/capacity within education and public sector services currently.

• Our aim is to collaboratively build a toolkit that is supportive for families, schools and 
services that is aspirational and practical.



The Team



Evolving terminology  
Many terms associated with low 
attendance, e.g.:

• EBSA, EBBSA, EBSNA, EBSR

• School refusal 

• School phobia

• Truancy 

• Separation anxiety 

• Persistent / severe absenteeism

• Suspensions/ exclusion 

Greater Manchester project to 
radically re-write the EBSA Guidance:

Barriers to Education (padlet.com)

https://padlet.com/spectrumgaming/barriers-to-education-1bnrx2lf6iwfck52




Young people’s experiences of extended school non-
attendance (Corcoran & Kelly, 2022)

Children tell us important information 
and try solve their problems through 
their behaviour → we need to listen.  

• Young people describe their non-attendance as 
a logical and understandable response to the 
situation. 

• They want to be at school and have tried hard 
to be, but without changes to the environment 
it becomes too hard → not going to school is a 
last resort. 

• Difficulties tend to start gradually and help 
early on,  as soon as issues are raised, is 
important. 

• Their wellbeing is impacted by not going to 
school. 

A%20meta‐ethnographic%20understanding%20of%20children%20and%20young%20people's%20experiences%20of%20extended%20school%20non‐attendance%20-%20Corcoran%20-%20Journal%20of%20Research%20in%20Special%20Educational%20Needs%20-%20Wiley%20Online%20Library
A%20meta‐ethnographic%20understanding%20of%20children%20and%20young%20people's%20experiences%20of%20extended%20school%20non‐attendance%20-%20Corcoran%20-%20Journal%20of%20Research%20in%20Special%20Educational%20Needs%20-%20Wiley%20Online%20Library


Attendance has always been a symptom, rather than a cause, a 
manifestation of complex issues across the education system and 
beyond. 

N8’s evidence-based plan for improving school attendance (2024) 
encourages the development of cross-service collaboration for 
holistic support: “Young people's lives are shaped by a dynamic 
interplay of factors, and a holistic approach involving education, 
health, social services, and community organisations is essential to 
improve attendance.” 

Schools are often blamed by parents for failures in other areas of 
the system, including CAMHS, the NHS, housing support and the 
welfare system. Better join up between these different agencies to 
holistically address the wider challenges that impact attendance 
would enable schools to focus on providing the educational support 
they have expertise in (Burtonshaw & Dorrell, 2023).

A Holistic Approach



What’s needed?

CESE (2022); 
Kearney et al. 
2019a and 
2019b



Barriers to 
Education 
website



The WARMTH 
Framework







Harnessing our collective influence



The unique role of EPs

• How do we take forward what we know works?

• How do we leverage collective power in this space around school non- 
attendance locally? How do we do it nationally?

• How do we support co-production of guidance and the delivery of 
services with service users?





Next steps for the 
Barriers to 
Education project:

• Launch of the Barriers to 
Education website in Spring 2025, 
phased approach to support the 
development of additional 
material over time

• Co-construction of a national EP 
position paper outlining effective 
and evidence-based practice  
(NAPEP, BPS-DECP, AEP) – 
building on activities at NAPEP 
Course (May 24) and Autumn 24 – 
Spring 25 workshop series



Following 
today

1. Take a look at the Barriers to Education Padlet for more 
information and to watch our webinars: 
https://padlet.com/spectrumgaming/barrierstoeducation  

2. Take a look at the N8 Attendance Report’s 
recommendations 
https://www.n8research.org.uk/research-focus/child-of-
the-north/2024-campaign/attendance/ 

3. Join (or set up) a regional attendance/EBSA interest 
group.

4. Get involved with the NAPEP attendance workshops (or 
encourage your service lead/PEP to).

5. Take key learning from today back to your colleagues and 
reach out to local service leads, parents/carers and young 
people in your area. Consider how you could develop 
guidance, multi-agency working and co-production further.

Here and Now:

• Expressions of interest for regional groups

• Share contact details with colleagues to share practice 
examples and materials

https://padlet.com/spectrumgaming/barrierstoeducation
https://www.n8research.org.uk/research-focus/child-of-the-north/2024-campaign/attendance/
https://www.n8research.org.uk/research-focus/child-of-the-north/2024-campaign/attendance/


Key contacts: 

• Spectrum Gaming Projects 
projects@spectrumgaming.net

• Shannon Hatton Corcoran 
Shannon.HattonCorcoran@trafford.
gov.uk

• Rachel Lyons 
Rachel.lyons@salford.gov.uk

mailto:projects@spectrumgaming.net
mailto:Shannon.HattonCorcoran@trafford.gov.uk
mailto:Shannon.HattonCorcoran@trafford.gov.uk
mailto:Rachel.lyons@salford.gov.uk
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