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• School a ttendance prob lem s (SAPs)  refer to d ifferent types of absences from  school tha t a re 
considered to have prob lem atic  outcom es for child ren. 

• The onset of SAPs is likely to occur in p rim ary school [ 1]  and, a lthough the im portance of early 
intervention has been evidence in m it iga ting  the negative outcom es, there is yet to be a  focus on 
support for p rim ary school- aged child ren in the UK [ 1] . 

• Furtherm ore, Covid- 19 pandem ic significantly d isrup ted the educationa l lives of child ren across 
the world  and a ttendance ra tes are considerab ly lower than previous years [ 2] .

• In Autum n 2020, when the schools reopened a fter a  period  of lockdowns from  March 31st, the 
overa ll absence ra te was 11.7%. This is m uch higher than the previous absence ra te of 4.9% in the 
previous Autum n [ 3]

Introduction 
School attendance problems in the UK 



Objective 
This study aimed to provide a foundational understanding of the 
primary school-aged children's experience of SAP during the Covid-
19 pandemic.

What a re the factors 
associa ted  with SAP 
within the context of 
the Covid- 19 
pandem ic for p rim ary 
school- aged 
child ren?

What form al and 
inform al support is 
p rovided for SAP and to 
what extent a re these 
supports effective in 
supporting  fam ilies and 
child ren with SAP?

What add it iona l support 
would  be help ful 
for fam ilies and child ren 
with SAP and what key 
opportunit ies and potentia l 
stra teg ies are there to 
im p lem ent this support?

Specifica lly, our research questions were: 



Methodology  
Qualitative surveys shared on social media through professional 
contacts.  
Part ic ipants

19 educationa l 
p rofessiona ls (EPs)  who 
work with p rim ary school 
child ren experiencing  SAP.  

Part ic ipant  Criter ia
• Our sam ple was lim ited  to the Sussex area. 
• We focused recruitm ent to educationa l 

p rofessiona ls who work with schools with the 
highest absence ra tes and highest free 
school m ea l percentage.  

• We a lso focused on child ren who were 
strugg ling  with school a ttendance in p rim ary 
m ainstream  schools.  

Ana lysis 
Them atic  ana lysis with a  focus on answering  
the research questions 

29 parents of p rim ary school 
child ren experiencing  SAP.  



Demographics 
Parents Ch ild ren   EPs  

In full-time 
employment 

33%

In part-time 
employment 

30%

At University 
7%

Homemaker/ful
l-time parent 

15%

Unable to work 
due to disability 

4%

Self-employed 
11%

Parent employment 
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Household  incom e 

No. Parents

EY 

KS1

LKS2

UKS2

Unanswered

Child ren's year g roup

10/ 29 child ren were elig ib le 
for free school m ea ls 

6/ 29 child ren had an EHCP, 
and add it iona l 5 child ren 
had SEN. 
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Results   
Contributors to SAP 

Anxiety  

School unab le to 
accom m odate 

SEN Changes Covid-
19 has had on 

school 

Separa tion 
between child  

and parent 

Catching  up  
with learning  

a fter lockdown 

Pre- exist ing  
anxieties being  
exacerbated by 

Covid- 19. 

SEN  

Day to day 
School life is a  

cha llenge 

Higher anxiety 
about changes to 
school life due to 

Covid . 
Uncerta inty 

about sa fety of 
schools

"Parents m odelling  
anxious and 
nervous behaviour
about a ttend ing  
school."

"So m any changes! 
Rule breaking , rules 
chang ing . So m uch to 
com prehend for an 8 
year old ! Also chang ing  
teachers too."

"Child ren are experiencing  
a  higher level of 
separa tion anxiety from  
their parents than usua l 
as they have becom e 
used to spend ing  m ore 
t im e with them ."

"Socia l anxiety - if child ren 
a lready experienced this, 
this has been heightened 
and causes them  to fear 
being  around la rge 
groups of peop le in 
school."

”He worries 
about being  
behind  
com pared to 
his peer g roup" "Her autism  obviously has 

p layed a  part as hom e is her 
sa fe p lace, and  the lockdowns 
enab led  her to stay in her sa fe 
p lace without having  to leave. 
Her whole fam ily was a t hom e 
and tha t, for her, was the 
perfect life."

"Being  in 'bubb les' a t school 
has a lso m eant tha t som e 
support he would  norm ally 
have has not been as read ily 
ava ilab le (Nurture p rovision 
and a lterna tive lunchtim e 
provision for exam ple) .”

"The m ost p rob lem atic  for 
m e are those who have a  
d iagnosis of autism . These 
pup ils have been extrem ely 
anxious about the return, 
the changes, expecta tions 
and restric t ions in p lace"



Presentation of SAP 

Results   

Distress trying  to 
a ttend school 

Physica l sym ptom s 
of anxiety ( feeling  

poorly without 
m ed ica l reason)

“Gett ing  her into school 
each m orning  is a  
m assive cha llenge, 
often result ing  in 
m eltdowns and huge 
anxiety for her.”

“She says she has 
a  tum m y ache 
every m orning  
before school and 
is quite anxious”
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Results  
Support for SAP 

"Her school have been 
great. Her m entor and 
SENCO d id  hom e visits 
before each return to 
school in order to 
p repare her for any 
changes." .

"In an idea l world  
som eone rem oved from  
fam ily to ta lk to when I 
have driven away with her 
scream s ring ing  in m y 
ears would  be rea lly 
benefic ia l (and 
unrea list ic !) ."

Flexib ility and 
accom m odati

ons from  
schools 

Schools and 
Hom e 

collabora ting  
together

Child ren's 
wellbeing  a  

priority 

Supporting  
parents 

Lit t le or no support

Help fu l experiences 
of support  for SAP

Cont r ibu tors 
of SAP 

Unauthorized  
absences 



Conclusions and next steps  
• Three higher order them es were identified  from  the surveys; Presenta tion of SAP, 

Contributors of SAP and experience of support for SAP.

• We are currently following up the surveys with qua lita t ive interviews which were 
inform ed by the surveys (22 interviews with EPs and parents a re being  ana lysed)

• These results will inform  the developm ent of an intervention which will be co-
produced with stakeholders (parents and EPs)  in co- production workshops. 



Thank you

B r o n t ë  M c D o n a l d  D r .  D a n i e l  M i c h e l s o n  D r .  K a t h r y n  J .  Le s t e r   

Any questions?
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