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Supporting Social Workers to Improve School Attendance
Guidance for embedding education and attendance into safeguarding practice.

Introduction

School attendance is a vital protective factor for children and young people. It supports
academic progress, social development, emotional wellbeing, and access to safeguarding.
For children with a social worker under a child in need (CIN) or child protection (CP) plan,
poor attendance can be a symptom and a cause of wider vulnerability.

“Attendance has fallen for all pupils since the pandemic with children in need
particularly affected. In 2021 to 2022, all social care groups (apart from looked-after
children) were over twice as likely to be absent than the overall pupil population.
Improving attendance is a priority for both social care and education.” (DfE, 2024)

This guidance supports social workers and family workers across Achieving for Children
(AfC) to monitor, respond to, and improve school attendance as part of their statutory role. It
draws on national guidance, local practice, and the extended role of the Virtual School to
promote school attendance for children with a social worker. It offers practical steps to
embed attendance into everyday safeguarding practice.

Support for pupils with a social worker

Parents are expected Schools are expected to: Academy trustees and Local authorities are expected to:
to: governing bodies are
expected to:
Work with the school [Know who the pupils who have, or who | Regularly review Ensure that all Children’s Social Care
and local authority to  |have had, a social worker are. attendance data and help | practitioners understand the importance of
help them understand school leaders focus good attendance for pupil’s educational
their child's barriers 10 |y jerstand how the welfare, support on the pupils who progress, for their welfare and their wider
attendance. f di d child protecti need it. .
paleguarding, and chi pr_o eq ion development — and understand their role
ssues that they are experiencing, or L ing it
Proactively engage  |have experienced, can have an impact in improving it
with the support lon attendance — whilst maintaining a
offered. culture of high aspiration for the cohort. Through the work of Virtual School Heads,
they should:
Provide additional academic support . .
and make reasonable adjustments to . Underiakle systemic monitoring and
help them, recognising that even when data Sha”'_‘g of the attendanc_e of .
statutory social care intervention has children with a social worker in their
lended, there can be a lasting impact area: developing and implementing
bn children’s educational outcomes. targeted cohort level interventions

to improve attendance.
+ Provide advice, challenge and

Work in partnership with the local training to schools on how to

authority at a strategic and individual promote and secure good

level, sharing data on attendance attendance for children with a social
including, at an individual level, worker.

informing the pupil's spclal worker if « Develop whole system approaches,
there are any unexplained absences with social care, to support the

and if their name is to be deleted from attendance of children in need.

the register.

(DfE. 2024)


https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/outcomes-for-children-in-need-including-children-looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66bf301e253aee7aafdbdfea/Summary_table_of_responsibilities_for_school_attendance_-_August_2024.pdf
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Why Attendance Matters

e Protective Factor
Regular attendance reduces exposure to harm and increases access to trusted
adults.

e Educational Progress
Absence leads to gaps in learning, reduced attainment, and long-term disadvantage..

e Safeguarding
Persistent absence may indicate neglect, exploitation, or emotional distress.

e Statutory Duty
Social workers must promote education and challenge absence as part of
safeguarding.

Legal and Statutory Framework

Social workers have a duty to promote education and act on poor attendance under the
following legislation and guidance:

e Children’s Act, 1989
Duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children.
e Children and Families Act, 2014
Emphasises multi-agency collaboration and support for SEND.
e Education Act, 1996
Establishes parental responsibility for ensuring regular school attendance.
e Working Together to Safeguard Children, 2023
Requires education to be considered in all safeguarding assessments.
e Promoting the Education of Children with a Social Worker, 2021
Sets expectations for Virtual Schools and social workers to champion education.
e Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill, 2024-2025
Clarifies statutory duties for schools and local authorities to monitor and act on
attendance, especially for children with a social worker.
e Working Together to Improve School Attendance, 2024
Provides updated guidance and toolkits for multi-agency attendance support.
e Keeping Children Safe in Education, 2025
Defines poor attendance as a safeguarding concern and potential indicator of
educational neglect.

“Children missing education, particularly on repeat occasions, can act as a vital
warning sign of a range of safeguarding issues including neglect, abuse, and
exploitation.” (KCSIE, 2025)


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68add931969253904d155860/Keeping_children_safe_in_education_from_1_September_2025.pdf
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Educational Neglect

When absence becomes a safeguarding concern.
Educational neglect should be considered when:

e The child is not accessing any education (including alternative provision)
e The family is not engaging with support.
e The child is at risk of harm due to lack of supervision, structure, or unmet needs.

Attendance below 50% should be treated as a safeguarding red flag, requiring immediate
review and multi-agency plan.

Embedding Attendance in Everyday Practice

Social workers must ensure data is discussed and recorded at every statutory meeting. If
attendance is below 90% or declining, it must be flagged on the CIN/CP plan with SMART
actions and review dates.

Frame poor attendance as a safeguarding issue, not only an educational one.
Include attendance in all CIN and CP plans, with SMART actions and review
points.
Explore the child’s view: What does school mean to them
Use data meaningfully: Express attendance in days missed and learning lost (e.g.
90% attendance = 19 days per year missed)

e Escalate concerns early: Use the Attendance Escalation Flowchart and involve the
EWO where needed.

e Record attendance discussions in case notes, supervision and statutory reviews.

Understanding Barriers to Education

Push and Pull Factors
Children and young people may face a mix of: P
e Push factors: Bullying, unmet SEND P
needs, anxiety, poor relationships with s
staff or peers pL_ISH PULL
e Pull factors: Caring responsibilities, -
family beliefs, lack of routine, unsafe e . . &
home environments. | Wﬁ‘ R '

Understanding these factors is essential for
effective planning.

AfC’s Attendance Barrier Assessment Tool supports structured exploration of these issues
and aligns with the ERSA framework.



https://drive.google.com/file/d/15hPkBAnexn-nf47WjYmDE7huH5QsZSDA/view?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1TUfJ1VTa4oVer87mPb_uix8CoLP3TD00MTqip3iOuoQ/edit?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSevIopTTWS-kQJp0H2USdGLjgyC-x2Fl8j24pdwqboYhrTn5w/viewform?usp=header
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Attendance Escalation

Attendance Escalation Flow Chart
The Attendance Escalation Flowchart helps social workers assess risk and determine next
steps. It supports:

Early identification of attendance concerns

Structured decision-making

Mulit-agency collaboration

Consistent safeguarding responses

Escalation to Child Protection (CP) planning where persistent poor attendance under
a CIN plan indicates educational neglect

Use the flowchart when:

Attendance drops or becomes persistently low

A child subject to a CIN plan continues to demonstrate poor attendance, suggesting
educational neglect as a credible factor for escalation to CP

School raises a concern

During assessments, TAFs, and statutory reviews

After escalation:

Add attendance actions to the child’s plan
Set clear targets and review dates
Arrange a professionals’ meeting if needed

[ START

Is the child of

@ | statutory school
age?
|

Are barriers to Has the school
education @ raised ¢
known? concermns?

What is the child's
YES current attendance
level?

Complete Barrier
Assessment Tool Routine check in.
=85% - | No at_:hnn needed
Consider Transition Hub.
0% - Complete Barrier
§9% Assessment Tool.

Attendance Barrier Assessment Form (’_Euﬁ



https://drive.google.com/file/d/15hPkBAnexn-nf47WjYmDE7huH5QsZSDA/view?usp=drive_link
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Summary: Attendance as a Shared Safeguarding Responsibility

Improving attendance is not only an educational goal, it is a safeguarding factor. The
evolving legal frameworks, including the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill and KCSIE
2025, place greater accountability on social workers, schools, and local authorities to act
early, collaborate effectively, and ensure every child receives their right to education.

Statutory Links

Working Together to Improve School Attendance (DfE)

Keeping Children Safe in E ion (KCSIE 202

Promoting the education of children with a social worker and children in kinship care
arrangements: virtual school head role extension (DfE)

Appendix 1
Days off school add up to lost learning!

175 These 175 days are available to spend on family time such as visits,

Non school days each year é holidays, shopping, household jobs and other appointments
A {104 days of weekends)

190
school days each year
180
school days each
- 171
school days each
365 year 161
school days each
days 190 days for your year
In each child’s education

year

100 (99 (98 97 [96 |95 (94 |93 [92 (91 |90 89 [88 87 (86 85 84 |83 |82 |8

100% 95% 90% 85%
EXCELLENT/VERY NATIONAL CAUSE FOR MAJOR ISSUE
GOOD/GO0D AVERAGE/CAUSE | CONCERN/MAJOR
FOR CONCERN ISSUE
Best chance of Less chance of Not fair on your Court action -
SuCCess - SuCCess - child - Significant impact
Gets your child offto | Makes it harderto | Progress will suffer on outcomes and
a flying start make progress achievement

* Please don’t let your child miss out on the education they deserve.
| * Every school day counts
Here are some basic reminders about attendance.
* We all feel in our comfort zone if our child is achieving a high percentage in tests and examinations. 80% in a test is generally excellent news!
The danger is that we may feel the same way about attendance until it is explained.
* |f a child has an attendance percentage of 80% then this is equivalent to missing a whole day every single week
* If achild has an attendance percentage of 80% from Year 7 to Year 11 then this is equivalent to missing an entire year of school.



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68add931969253904d155860/Keeping_children_safe_in_education_from_1_September_2025.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/virtual-school-head-role-extension-to-children-with-a-social-worker/promoting-the-education-of-children-with-a-social-worker-and-children-in-kinship-care-arrangements-virtual-school-head-role-extension
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/virtual-school-head-role-extension-to-children-with-a-social-worker/promoting-the-education-of-children-with-a-social-worker-and-children-in-kinship-care-arrangements-virtual-school-head-role-extension

One year in school is equivalent ta 950 1 hour long lessons

Five years in school is equivalent to 4750 1 hour long lessons

Eleven years in school is equivalent to 10450 1 hour long lessans

And all of this comes down to set of grades on a sheet of paper in an envelope

Attendance % Missed Days Missed weeks QOver 5 years Annually Impact over 5 years

Excellent

Very Good

Very Good

Very Good

Good

National average Quarter Year missed

Below Mat. average

Below Nat. average Approx. Third year
missed

Requires improvement

Requires immediate
improvement/worryin
B

Cause for concern Half year missed

Serious concern

Major issue

Major issue 1 Year missed

1 97% and above — pupils with attendance at this level throughout their school career, will make the most progress and this should lead to better
prospects for work, college and university.

% 95% - pupils with attendance at this level should reach their target grades and should have good prospects and opportunities for work, college and
university but they are just below the national average rate of attendance

*90% - pupils with attendance at this level are missing a month of school per year and are likely not to reach their target grades. Progress will be
negatively affected and their attendance will be viewed negatively by employers, further and higher education.

4 85% - pupils with this attendance will find it very difficult to keep up and their chances of achieving their potential will be significantly damaged

* Any attendance percentage below this will make it impossible for pupils to keep up with the work. An EPN (Education Penalty Notice) will be issued.
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