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Foreword by Helen Atkinson,  
Director of Public Health for Portsmouth

1 childrensalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2-Preconception-care-strategy-report-University-of-Southampton.pdf
2 https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/219154/1/10_CotN-Absence-Report.pdf

Being in school provides children with opportunities to thrive. 
It can provide a safe haven for many and can be the one place 
where consistency is found, where the outside pressures 
of the world around them can be suspended briefly as they 
interact with others, form social connections and develop 
their sense of self-worth. 
We know that getting ready for school starts at conception (Children’s Alliance, 
2023)1. Positive early experiences that support a child’s development will 
influence readiness to start school and learn, which in turn impacts on their life 
chances as adults – ‘children who are deemed “not school ready” are nearly 
three times as likely to become a persistent absentee….compared to their 
“school ready” peers2.’ 
School non-attendance is driven by a range of often complex reasons that 
are intertwined with systemic inequalities, which were worsened by the 
COVID-19 pandemic and continue to disproportionately affect the most 
vulnerable children. Understanding attendance and absenteeism requires an 
intersectional, multidisciplinary lens. 
The purpose of this year’s Annual Public Health Report is therefore to look at 
school attendance through a public health lens. It will highlight some of the 
key challenges for us in Portsmouth and shine a light on some of the great 
work already happening in our schools and in our communities to improve 
attendance. It also aims to stimulate discussion on what more we might be 
able to do to improve outcomes and opportunities for children to thrive.

Click to watch video featuring Portsmouth City Council’s 
Director of Public Health, Helen Atkinson 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NrDhCqAB8U
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Introduction – What do we mean by school attendance?
The Department for Education defines school attendance and absence as:

National category National definition Threshold  (sessions missed) Approx. days missed per year   
in a typical 190-day school year

Expected attendance  Pupil has regular attendance which meets statutory 
expectations.

95% or more attendance ≤ 9.5 days missed 

Persistent absence  Pupil has missed 10% or more of school sessions. ≥ 10% of sessions missed ≥ 19 days missed 
Severe absence Pupil has missed 50% or more of school sessions. ≥ 50% of sessions missed ≥ 95 days missed 
Overall absence Refers to the aggregate of all authorised and unauthorised 

absences. Authorised absences are those permitted by 
a teacher or school (illness for example). Unauthorised 
absences have not had such permissions granted.

3 https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news-and-blogs/shocking-new-statistics-show-a-huge-increase-in-the-number-of-children-completely-missing-education/#:~:text=82%25%20of%20
children%20who%20left,education%20as%20a%20last%20resort

4 https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/children-missing-education
5 https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/children-missing-from-education/

For the purposes of this report, home educated children have not been 
included, but it recognised that these children and young people are an 
important group and increasing in number – nationally up 8.4% between 
2021/22 and 2022/23 (116,00 to 126,000 respectively). The Children’s 
Commissioner report3 highlights that often parents are opting to home 
educate as a last resort, feeling that their child’s needs are not being met. 
The report highlights that 82% of children that left the school roll for home 
education had a history of poor attendance. 
Similarly, children missing from education (CME4), defined as having not 
registered with any school, nor being home educated, have also not been 

included in this report. It was estimated in 2018/19 that there were around 
250,000 CME, with more recent estimates putting that figure at around 
300,000 in 20235. 
Truancy (including in school truancy), school refusal, school avoidance and 
school withdrawal are all terms that have been used to categorise pupils into 
groups, with each having distinct, but often overlapping underlying dimensions 
as to the reasons why the child is not attending school e.g. emotional and 
mental wellbeing issues, poverty and access to resources. These issues will 
be picked up through the report, but the specific categories outlined will not 
be a focus.
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Key insights on attendance in Portsmouth

6 https://www.n8research.org.uk/media/CotN_Attendance_Report_10.pdf
7 Schools, pupils and their characteristics, Academic year 2024/25 - Explore education statistics https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics/2024-25
8 https://www.ons.gov.uk/explore-local-statistics/indicators/persistent-absences-for-pupils-eligible-for-free-school-meals
9 https://www.ons.gov.uk/explore-local-statistics/indicators/persistent-absences-for-pupils-eligible-for-free-school-meals
10 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/children-looked-after-in-england-including-adoptions/2025?subjectId=f69dac5a-6a3d-4d3e-8610-08de00b812c5]
11 https://www.ons.gov.uk/explore-local-statistics/indicators/persistent-absences-for-pupils-looked-after-by-local-authorities
12 https://www.ons.gov.uk/explore-local-statistics/indicators/persistent-absences-for-pupils-looked-after-by-local-authorities
13 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67c96d7dd0fba2f1334cf2ed/The_link_between_attendance_and_attainment_in_an_assessment_year_-_March_2025.pdf

The following summary figures are based on 
academic year 2023/24, pupils aged 5 to 15 
years attending Portsmouth schools (unless 
otherwise stated).

Overall absence
On average, pupils attending:
• All schools missed the equivalent of 

1 day every fortnight.
• Special schools missed the equivalent of 

1 day a week.
• State-funded primary schools missed the 

equivalent of 1 day every month.
• State-funded secondary schools missed the 

equivalent of 1 day every fortnight.

Persistent absence 
(10% or more sessions missed)

• In special schools, over 50% were persistent 
absentees.

• In state-funded primary schools, over 1 in 10 
were persistent absentees.

• In state-funded secondary schools, almost 3 
in 10 were persistent absentees.

Severe absence 
(50% or more sessions missed)

• In special schools, around 1 in 5 were severe 
absentees

• In state-funded primary schools, less than 1% 
were severe absentees

• In state-funded secondary schools, 1 in 20 were 
severe absentees

Important factors
• The Child of The North and Centre for Young 

Lives Study found that children who are ‘not 
school ready’ are 3x more likely than their 
‘school ready’ peers to become persistent 
absentees later in their school career6.

• In 2024/25, 35.5% of children in Portsmouth 
were eligible for free school meals (FSM)7 . 
In 2023/24, 33.6% of FSM-eligible pupils in 
state-funded schools were persistently absent, 
compared to 20.6% of all pupils8. In 2023/24, 
33.6% of FSM-eligible pupils in state-funded 
schools were persistently absent, compared to 
20.6% of all pupils9.

• The crude rate of children in care in Portsmouth 
was 94 per 10,000 in 202410. In the same year, 
29.5% of children we care for were persistently 
absent11, compared with 20.6% of all pupils12.

• National research highlights that:
• Pupils who attended nearly every day were 

1.8 times more likely to achieve the expected 
standard in reading, writing and maths  
compared to persistently absent pupils  
(The link between attendance and attainment  
in an assessment year13).
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• Pupils who attended school nearly every day 
in Year 11 were 3 times more likely to achieve 
the Grade 5 in English and Maths GCSE 
compared to those who were persistently 
absent pupils (The link between attendance 
and attainment in an assessment year14)

• Missing just 10 days of Year 11 reduced the 
likelihood of achieving grade 5 in English 
and Maths by around 50% (The link between 
attendance and attainment in an assessment 
year15)

• Likelihood of being in receipt of benefits 
increased by 2.7 times for pupils who are 
classified as persistently absent and by 4.2 
times for those classified as severely absent16

• Overall absence for pupils in all Portsmouth’s 
state-funded schools with social, emotional and 
mental health as an SEN primary need was 19.6% 
in 2023/24, this was significantly higher than 
England (15.1%) and Southampton (19%). This 
increased to 47.1% for persistent absentees in  
all state-funded schools in Portsmouth.

14 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67c96d7dd0fba2f1334cf2ed/The_link_between_attendance_and_attainment_in_an_assessment_year_-_March_2025.pdf
15 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67c96d7dd0fba2f1334cf2ed/The_link_between_attendance_and_attainment_in_an_assessment_year_-_March_2025.pdf
16 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67d2cf8f4702aacd2251cbae/The_impact_of_school_absence_on_lifetime_earnings.pdf
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Chapter 1
Public health case for 
school attendance
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Why is school attendance a public health issue?

‘School absence is often a reflection of the 
existing wider inequalities in our society. For 
example, school absence disproportionately 
affects children from disadvantaged 
regions of the UK...’
Source: CoN – https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/219154/1/10_
CotN-Absence-Report.pdf

‘The building blocks for lifelong emotional 
and physical health are laid down in the 
period from conception to the age of two 
and we don’t give this critical period the 
focus it deserves….what happens to an 
infant in the 1,001 critical days is all 
about prevention...’
Source: Rt Hon Andrea Leadsom MP

‘The issue of persistent absenteeism cannot 
be confronted without consideration of 
the broader societal issues that restrict 
people’s opportunities to take part in 
citizenship activities, like going to school, 
work and the polling station.’
Source: Centre for MH – https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/CentreforMH_NotInSchool.
pdf#:~:text=The%20link%20between%20school%20attendance%20
and%20educational,the%20pressure%20to%20produce%20high%20
performance%20outcomes.

The first 1,000 days in a child’s life lay the 
foundation for their lifelong health, learning 
and wellbeing and presents a unique 
opportunity with 80-90% of the brain’s 
structure being formed during this 
period, making it particularly sensitive 
to the environment, nutrition and 
caregiving experienced.
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Understanding the impact of social 
determinants on school attendance

17 Ref: Michael Marmot: Social Determinants of Health (Institute of Health Equity, 2010) https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/fair-society-healthy-lives-the-marmot-review

The landmark Marmot Review: Fair Society, Healthy Lives (2010)17 highlights 
that reducing health inequalities requires action on six policy objectives: 

Give every child the best start in life 

Enable all children, young people and adults to maximise 
their capabilities and have control over their lives 

Create fair employment and good work for all 

Ensure a healthy standard of living for all 

Create and develop healthy and sustainable places and 
communities 

Strengthen the role and impact of ill-health prevention.

The social gradient in health (where health outcomes improve with each step 
up the socioeconomic ladder) is particularly relevant. 
Research consistently shows absenteeism is more prevalent among children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, reinforcing the need for targeted public 
health interventions in a way that gives every child the best opportunity 
to thrive.
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Marmot’s six priority areas
‘Evidence has repeatedly shown that positive experiences early in life are closely associated with a range of beneficial long-term outcomes, 
including better performance at school, better social and emotional development, improved work outcomes, higher income and better lifelong 
health, including longer life expectancy’ Marmot18

18 https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/marmot-review-10-years-on/the-marmot-review-10-years-on-full-report.pdf
19 https://www.n8research.org.uk/media/CotN_Attendance_Report_10.pdf
20 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67d2cf8f4702aacd2251cbae/The_impact_of_school_absence_on_lifetime_earnings.pdf
21 https://www.n8research.org.uk/media/CotN_Attendance_Report_10.pdf
22 https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/new-figures-reveal-drop-in-number-of-school-absences/

1. Give every child the best start in life
Children who are “not school ready” are 3x more 
likely to become persistent absentees later in their 
school career. 
High-quality parental relationships and early years 
provision improves readiness for school, reducing 
early absence. Poor early development (e.g. speech 
delay) correlates with disengagement and higher 
absence later.

2.  Enable all children, young people and adults 
to maximise their capabilities and have 
control over their lives

Supportive education systems and empowerment 
programmes increase engagement and 
attendance. Lack of confidence or unmet SEND 
needs can drive persistent absence. 
Early absence predicts poorer literacy, social 
development, and health outcomes. 
Once a child has missed a lot of school (around 100 
days) they’ve already missed so much learning that 
their grades are likely to be low and missing more 
days does not make a big difference .

Children with <5 days absence are twice as likely 
to achieve strong GCSE passes.

3. Create fair employment and good work for all
Families with adequate income can afford 
transport, uniforms, meals and private health and 
care, reducing barriers to attendance. Poverty 
increases risk of absence due to costs, housing 
instability, hunger and unmet / longer pathways to 
meet health and care needs. 
Children eligible for free school meals (FSM) are 
twice as likely to be persistently absent. Poverty 
and low living standards are major drivers of 
absence, reinforcing health inequalities.

5.  Create and develop healthy and sustainable 
places and communities

Absence is higher among pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, including those 
eligible for free school meals (FSM) and living in 
areas of deprivation, requiring place-based, 
multi-agency approaches to tackle root causes 
(housing, transport, safety). 

Safe, accessible neighbourhoods and reliable 
transport encourage attendance. Poor housing, 
unsafe routes, or lack of community support can 
lead to school avoidance. 
Absence can be a safeguarding issue. Children who 
are missing school can be at greater risk of criminal 
or sexual exploitation and / or serious violence.

6.  Strengthen the role and impact of ill-health 
prevention

Access to health services and school-
based prevention (e.g. mental health support, 
vaccinations) reduces illness-related absence. 
Lack of early intervention for health conditions 
can lead to chronic absenteeism.

Content informed by: 
Child of the North Attendance Report19 
The impact of school absence on lifetime earnings 20 
Bond, Munford et al., 2024 21 
Children’s commissioner22
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Multiple influencing factors associated with attendance

23 https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/219154/1/10_CotN-Absence-Report.pdf

An evidence-based plan for improving school attendance (Children of 
The North Research Team, 202423) highlighted how complex, overlapping 
inequalities have an association with school absence, which were worsened 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and continue to disproportionately affect the 
most vulnerable children. Although the drivers listed below are presented 
individually, they are not mutually exclusive and should be understood through 
an intersectional lens. 
• School absence is higher in disadvantaged communities 

(measured by Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) 
and free school meals (FSM)). 

• Pupils in special schools face increased risk of absence. 
• Gypsy, Roma, and Irish Traveller pupils experience high absence 

and suspension rates. 
• Pupils with Special Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and 

Education Health Care Plans (EHCPs) have higher persistent absence 
than those without. 

• Pupils with autism show elevated absence and are twice as likely 
to be excluded. 

• EHCPs have risen 60% since 2016 nationally, especially among 
disadvantaged families; schools struggle to access adequate 
SEND support.

• Rising mental health needs among young people contribute to 
persistent absence. 

• Family-level factors (e.g. young carers, parental health, cost of living) 
increase absence risk. 

• Involvement in gangs, drugs, or anti-social behaviour increases truancy 
and justice system contact. 

Additional risk factors highlighted: 
• Threats of fines can trigger a breakdown of school and parent 

relationship. 
• Parental views on attendance policies (e.g. fines, monitoring) can strain 

relationships with education and worsen financial hardship.

Protective factors highlighted: 
• Positive peer networks and school belonging reduce absence. 
• Feeling safe at school is key to regular attendance. 
• Wider system approach to supporting school attendance.
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Case study: Multiple factors affecting attendance
Portsmouth secondary school child with approximately 90% – 95% attendance due to migraines and related vomiting, which are worsened by unmet 
neurodiversity needs. All worsened by biological (e.g. dehydration or hunger), environmental (e.g. extreme temperatures) and cognitive factors (e.g. negative 
emotions or over-excitement). Below are quotes from the child.

 















Things that make me want to go to school 
 ͹ ‘Getting treats’ 
 ͹ ‘Knowing I have lessons I like’ 
 ͹ ‘Having a good sleep’ 
 ͹ ‘Having a relaxing night before’ 
 ͹ ‘When I like my teachers’ 
 ͹ ‘When the teachers look after me without 
making it a big deal

Things that stop me wanting to go to school 
 ͖ ‘Migraines’ 
 ͖ ‘When it isn’t fun’ 
 ͖ ‘I don’t like the uniform’ 
 ͖ ‘The mean teacher I have’ 
 ͖ ‘Short lunch breaks and rushing between 
classes is stressful. I get 25 minutes to eat, go 
to the toilet and fill up my water bottle and go 
outside’ 

 ͖ ‘I saw a girl smoking drugs on the way to 
school, and it scared me’

‘The communications between me (the 
mum), my child, and the school are 
all important to try to improve their 
attendance. We need to make sure we 
understand why they are ill, then be 
solution focused and on it. We all have 
to do our bit to keep my child healthy 
and in school.’ Mum

‘It breaks my heart when they are ill 
because I hate seeing them that way. 
That stress is made worse because 
I know they need to be in school. I 
also need them in because I work 
full-time. I am so lucky I have a local, 
flexible job or I’d be at risk of being 
out of work.’ Mum
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Chapter 2
Local context
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Portsmouth has approximately 48,000 
residents under the age of 19, including 
around 37,000 of compulsory school age.
Source: https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiMjE0ZWMwY2MtODk 
4NC00NGRlLWJhNjYtMmM4NmVlMDQ0ZjVjIiwidCI6ImQ2Njc0YzUxLW 
RhYTQtNDE0Mi04MDQ3LTE1YTc4YmJlOTMwNiJ9

24% of children live in poverty (living in relative 
low income families) – higher than the national 
average (20%) and regional average (15%).
Source: https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/services/health-and-
wellbeing/joint-strategic-needs-assessment/poverty-and-cost-of-
living/#:~:text=Based%20on%202021%20data%2C%2011.8,some%20
parts%20of%20Central%20Southsea.

A defining feature of Portsmouth is its large 
number of service families: 58 of the city’s 60 
schools receive service pupil premium funding. 
While this brings additional resources, mobility 
linked to postings can disrupt attendance and 
continuity of education.
Source:https://www.portsmoutheducationpartnership.co.uk/inclusion/
supporting-service-children-and-families/

Portsmouth also has a higher prevalence 
of SEND, particularly social, emotional 
and mental health needs (4.3%), above the 
national average (3%).

Portsmouth has 46 primary schools, 9 
secondary schools, 1 all-through school, 
5 special schools (731 SEND places), a 
University Technical College, and several 
independent providers.
Source https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/
UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20
to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf

Around 37% of pupils are from non-majority 
ethnic backgrounds.
Source: https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/
UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20
to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf

The picture in Portsmouth
The Children’s Trust Plan for Portsmouth aims for partner agencies to work together to enable children, young people 
and families to enjoy their childhood – be happy, healthy, safe and engaged in learning as they grow into young adults.
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https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/services/health-and-wellbeing/joint-strategic-needs-assessment/poverty-and-cost-of-living/#:~:text=Based%20on%202021%20data%2C%2011.8,some%20parts%20of%20Central%20Southsea.
https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/services/health-and-wellbeing/joint-strategic-needs-assessment/poverty-and-cost-of-living/#:~:text=Based%20on%202021%20data%2C%2011.8,some%20parts%20of%20Central%20Southsea.
https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/services/health-and-wellbeing/joint-strategic-needs-assessment/poverty-and-cost-of-living/#:~:text=Based%20on%202021%20data%2C%2011.8,some%20parts%20of%20Central%20Southsea.
https://www.portsmoutheducationpartnership.co.uk/inclusion/supporting-service-children-and-families/
https://www.portsmoutheducationpartnership.co.uk/inclusion/supporting-service-children-and-families/
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/UKPORTSMOUTH/2024/01/09/file_attachments/2740427/Welcome%20to%20Portsmouth%20final%20version%20-%20Nov%2023.pdf


Attendance in Portsmouth compared to England and the South East
Understanding variations in attendance locally in the context of national and regional trends
National picture: overall absence at 7.5% in 2022/23, up from 4.7% in 
2018/19. Persistent absence affects 22.3% of pupils absent in 2022/3. 
Free school meals (FSM) pupils are twice as likely to be persistently absent 
(the percentage of persistent absentees who are eligible for FSM is 34.8% 

compared to 17% of all pupils nationally) (DfE 2024a). Gypsy/Roma (49.7%) 
and Traveller of Irish Heritage (39.6%) pupils have the highest persistent 
absence rates. NHS Digital (2022) highlights 18% of 7-16 year olds with 
probable mental disorders contributing to non-attendance.

National picture

South East

Portsmouth

• Rising absence: higher absence rates post COVID (7.5% vs 4.7% pre COVID) 
• Higher proportion persistent: persistent absence in 20% of cases (2023/24) 
• Clear deprivation disparities: free school meals (FSM) pupils twice as likely to be absent 
• Clear ethnic disparities: Gypsy/Roma (50%), Traveller of Irish Heritage (40%) 
• 2.8% decrease in primary pupil numbers since 2018/19 vs 2024/5

• Persistent absence 19.4 % in 2023/24 
• FSM disparities: similar to national: absence rates 12% in SE vs 11% in England (2023/24) 
• Absence trend: similar to national picture 
• Ethnic disparities: higher absence in unclassified category: unclassified (8.5%) vs white (7.4%) 

(2023/24)

• Higher absence compared to nationally and SE 
• Persistent absence 20.6% in 2023/4 
• Deprivation disparities: schools in most deprived areas 8.2% vs least deprived 6.9% (2023), 

FSM 11.9% 2023/24 
• Ethnic disparities: show a trend toward higher absence in white population (8.8%) vs mixed (7.7%) 
• 17.8% increase in primary pupil numbers between 2009/10 and 2024/5

Source: Department for Education (2024a). Pupil absence in schools in England: 2022/23. London: DfE – https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england  
NHS Digital (2022). Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2022 – https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2022
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Attendance in Portsmouth compared to England
The following figures below provide a brief summary 
of overall absence and are based on academic 
year 2023/24, pupils aged 5 to 15 years attending 
Portsmouth schools (unless otherwise stated). 

Overall absence 
All schools :
• Almost 1 in 10 possible sessions were missed 

among pupils attending all schools in Portsmouth. 
• In other words, pupils attending all schools in 

Portsmouth missed 1 day every fortnight, on 
average, in 2023/24. 

Special schools :
• Around 1 in 5 possible sessions were missed 

among pupils attending special schools in 
Portsmouth. 

• In other words, pupils attending special schools 
in Portsmouth missed 1 day a week, on average, 
in 2023/24. 

State-funded primary schools :
• In 2023/24, 5.4% of possible sessions were 

missed among pupils attending state-funded 
primary schools in Portsmouth. 

• In other words, pupils attending state-funded 
primary schools in Portsmouth missed 1 day 
every month, on average, in 2023/24. 

State-funded secondary schools :
• Around 1 in 10 possible sessions were missed 

among pupils attending state-funded secondary 
schools in Portsmouth. 

• In other words, pupils attending state-funded 
secondary schools in Portsmouth missed 1 day 
every fortnight, on average, in 2023/24.

In Portsmouth, inequalities increase 
over the school years: 
In primary school, those eligible for free school 
meals are less likely to be absent (overall) 
compared to those eligible nationally across 

England. However, in secondary school, for those 
eligible for free school meals in Portsmouth they 
are more likely to be absent (overall) compared to 
those eligible nationally across England: 
Percent of persistent absences in primary 
school eligible for FSM is 23.7% vs 44% of 
those persistently absent in secondary .
Pupils with SEND attending special schools in 
Portsmouth were much more likely to be absent 
than their peers attending secondary and primary 
schools – 20.5% overall absence rate in 2023/24 
compared to secondary schools (10.3%) and 
primary schools (5.4%).

Overall absence rate (%) by school type, academic year 2016/17 to 2023/24, Portsmouth
School type 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24
All schools 5.2 5.5 5.4 5.2 8.3 8.2 7.9
Special 19.2 18.6 18.0 17.7 18.8 20.4 20.5
State-funded 
primary 4.0 4.2 4.1 3.7 6.4 5.8 5.4

State-funded 
secondary 6.2 6.6 6.7 6.5 10.2 10.6 10.3

See next page for data visualisation. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, full-year attendance data was not published in 2019/20 as collections 
for the Spring and Summer terms were cancelled to focus efforts on priority analysis and statistics.

16 • Public Health Annual Report 2025 • Understanding school attendance in Portsmouth Local context



Source: School census via Pupil absence in schools in England, Academic year 2023/24 – Explore education statistics – GOV.UK – 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2023-24
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Authorised absence in Portsmouth over 
time (looking back from 2023/24)
The main reason recorded for authorised absence in Portsmouth is ‘illness’ 
(3.5% of all schools in Portsmouth). 
The highest illness rates level are in special schools (4.8%). Secondary schools 
(4.2%) has a higher rate than primary level (3%). 
Illness and medical appointment rates in primary and secondary schools in 
Portsmouth are similar to the England rates (absence rate of approximately 
0.25%) and has reverted to similar pre-pandemic levels. 

Pupil suspensions and permanent exclusions in Portsmouth have increased 
since the COVID 19 pandemic. Comparing spring term data from 2018/19 to 
2023/24 shows that suspensions remain higher than pre pandemic levels: 
5.51% of pupils (1,542 suspensions) were suspended in spring 2023/24, 
compared with 3.75% (985 suspensions) in spring 2018/19.
Although permanent exclusions are far less common than suspensions 
and the numbers remain relatively small, a permanent exclusion can still 
have a significant impact on the individual child. Both the number and rate 
of permanent exclusions have increased over recent years – from 0.03% 
(9 exclusions) in 2021/22 to 0.09% (25 exclusions) in 2023/24. The highest 
number and rate of exclusions recorded before the pandemic, and since 
2016/17, occurred in 2017/18, when there were 19 permanent exclusions 
(0.07% of pupils).
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Authorised absence rate (%) at all schools due to illness by area, academic year 2006/07 to 2023/24

Area name

2006/07

2007/08

2008/09

2009/10

2010/11

2011/12

2012/13

2013/14

2014/15

2015/16

2016/17

2017/18

2018/19

2020/21

2021/22

2022/23

2023/24

England 3.5 3.4 3.6 3.5 3.4 3.0 3.1 2.6 2.8 2.6 2.6 2.6 2.5 2.1 4.4 3.7 3.5
Portsmouth 4.1 3.9 3.8 3.6 3.2 3.1 3.4 2.8 2.9 2.6 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.1 4.6 3.8 3.5
South East 3.5 3.5 3.6 3.5 3.4 3.0 3.1 2.7 2.8 2.7 2.7 2.7 2.6 2.0 4.6 3.9 3.7
Southampton 4.0 3.6 3.7 3.6 3.3 3.1 3.1 2.6 2.8 2.4 2.3 2.4 2.4 2.0 4.3 3.7 3.5

Authorised absence rate (%) at all schools due to medical appointments by area, academic year 2006/07 to 2023/24

Area name

2006/07

2007/08

2008/09

2009/10

2010/11

2011/12

2012/13

2013/14

2014/15

2015/16

2016/17

2017/18

2018/19

2020/21

2021/22

2022/23

2023/24

England 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.3
Portsmouth 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3
South East 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3
Southampton 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3

See next page for data visualisation.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, full-year attendance data was not published in 2019/20 as collections for the Spring and Summer terms were cancelled to 
focus efforts on priority analysis and statistics.
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Source: Pupil absence in schools in England, Academic year 2023/24 – Explore education statistics – GOV.UK – https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/suspensions-and-
permanent-exclusions-in-england
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Student voices
Engagement with young people through Portsmouth Youth Cabinet, facilitated by Unloc

Needs
• The child should feel seen and heard, with the use of active listening 

(including following up from previous conversations), solution seeking, 
‘general communications’ and celebrating successes to build trust 

• Consistent, trusted adult relationships, connections and support 
networks (‘without a fight’) is needed to support early interventions 

• Understanding individuals and their tendencies (including the risk of 
overstimulation or becoming overwhelmed)
• It is important for children to understand their own needs and 

tendencies so that they can communicate them with adults and peers 
without ‘acting out’

• Ensuring there is access to the tools and strategies people need to 
prevent or intervene early 

• Constructive conversations about attendance, with suitable staff 
• Healthy interactions with other pupils and an understanding from others 

around them of why this is important 
• Safe, emotionally and mentally healthy supportive environments 

and interventions available that go beyond crisis 
• Recognition of mental health at the same level as physical health needs 
• Information for parents to be helpful

Concerns
• Blanket attendance approaches and pressure to attend when unwell 
• Inequity in rewards around behaviour and attendance that negatively 

affects pupils who mask and suffer quietly until things get worse 
• Checks after being absent, which felt more focused on being in school 

at all costs rather than on welfare, especially when by a senior member 
of staff 

• A desire for schools to not just focus on attendance, but rather 
prioritise that they feel safe, healthy and able to learn 

• Attendance pressures and other elements of school are overwhelming 
for individuals and can exacerbate issues. This can be worse for pupils 
with autism or neurodivergent tendencies 

• Using and/or maintaining trauma-informed approaches to absence 
without overwhelming individuals
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Student voices
Engagement with Portsmouth young people through 
Portsmouth Youth Cabinet, facilitated by Unloc

 

 



 


 


Click to watch video featuring Portsmouth Youth Cabinet 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZCveyb1oFuM
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Local parents’ experiences, views and recommendations
In 2025, Portsmouth Parents Board (PPB) undertook local research with 
Portsmouth parents to capture lived experiences and recommendations to 
inform local plans and developments around attendance.

Key issues raised: 
• Lack of accessible, useful information at the first sign of issues, overuse 

of punitive measures 
• Overwhelming school environments (sensory overload, bullying, 

unmet SEN needs) 
• Inconsistent recognition of Emotional Based School Avoidance 

(EBSA) across schools 
• Emotional and financial strain on families; punitive fines worsen stress 
• Delays in assessments and alternative provision; broken promises 

erode trust

What parents want: 
Early support:
• guidance for parents on maintaining and improving motivation, 

opportunities and capability to attend school 
• staff training on EBSA and Special Educational Needs (SEN) 
• relational and restorative approaches
• attendance contacts in schools 
• celebrate small wins 
Complex support: 
• faster EHCP/ND assessments 
• timely alternative provision 
• multi-agency collaboration

Numerous national resources were identified and critically appraised by 
parents, including from Anna Freud and Essex County Council which will 
inform local recommendations due to be codeveloped and shared in 2026.

Click to watch video featuring Chair of 
Portsmouth Parent Board, Caron Berry 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=f6H7oGAUpO4
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Extreme heat and its effects on learning
Portsmouth schools are some of the most at 
risk from classroom overheating in England 
(based on modelling). Classroom overheating 
periods are longer than heat health alert 
periods meaning that it is a hidden challenge, 
and is an increased challenge for pupils 
with SEND. 
A workshop in Portsmouth (July 2025) highlighted 
that heat is a burden on schools, including: 
• the need to put out heat messaging (which 

distracts from other important communications) 
• the impact of heat on the staff and pupils 

themselves (including generally making it harder 
to teach and the behaviour of the pupils) 

The full individual impact on children is unknown 
but can include an inability to sleep, changes in 
appetite, or differing ability to manage challenges, 
be relational or restorative.

Known impact of heat: 
Impact on cognitive performance 
Indoor heat above 35°C severely reduces 
pupils’ concentration and memory retention 
abilities in schools. 

Rising frequency of extreme heat days 
Extreme heat days in schools could increase 
from 1-2 to 8 annually by 2100 without global 
climate action. 

Health risks and absences 
Heat-related illnesses increase absences, 
especially among younger, vulnerable children 
in schools. 

Need for adaptation measures 
Schools require ventilation, shading, and 
climate-resilient infrastructure to combat 
extreme heat effects. 

Community climate strategies  
Research encourages schools to collaborate in 
community-wide climate strategies to ensure 
education continuity during disruptions.

Examples of steps that can be done 
to reduce heat in classrooms, in 
increasing order of complexity : 
• Window film, a highly reflective film on the 

outside of the windows reduce glare and 
heat gain. For the cost, this is generally very 
good value. 

• White chippings on the flat roofs, to reflect heat 
away, which works best in conjunction with: 
• Insulating the roof including a reflective top 

sheet, or: 
• A sedum green roof top sheet – subject to 

structural checks. 
• Ventilation is really important in conjunction 

with the more significant interventions. 
• Mechanical ventilation with heat recovery 

(MVHR) systems that include cooling improves 
the deep plan ventilation. 

• Introducing ventilation through the roof at 
the back of the spaces encourages cross 
ventilation. 

• Replacement windows and external wall 
insulation.

Source: Quantifying overheating risk in English schools: A spatially 
coherent climate risk assessment – ScienceDirect – https://www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212096324000196
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Chapter 3
What works to improve school 
attendance at a local level
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Rapid evidence review: Effective interventions 
to improve school attendance rates

24 https://www.n8research.org.uk/media/CotN_Attendance_Report_10.pdf
25 https://www.n8research.org.uk/media/CotN_Attendance_Report_10.pdf
26 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/363708898_Multi-tiered_systems_of_support_for_school_attendance_and_its_problems_An_unlearning_perspective_for_areas_of_high_chronic_absenteeism

A rapid evidence review was undertaken to examine existing literature on 
interventions aimed at supporting school attendance and addressing school 
absence among statutory school-aged children. A systematic search was 
conducted, focusing on studies published since the COVID-19 pandemic to 
reflect the evolving challenges in the current context. The review summarises the 
evidence, with a specific focus on place-based and school-based interventions. 
Place-based approaches to school attendance involve designing interventions 
that are tailored to the specific needs, preferences, and cultural contexts of 
local communities. These approaches recognise that drivers of absence, such 
as stigma, bias, and systemic barriers, vary by location and must be addressed 
locally to help all children thrive in education (Bond, Munford et al., 202424). 

Research limitations
Context  
Most studies were conducted in the US, with limited research in the UK, 
making applicability uncertain, especially in the post COVID-19 context, where 
evidence remains lacking. 

Methodological variability  
Wide variation in methodology, with limited high-quality evidence. Most studies 
focus on school-level approaches, lacking holistic, multi-agency support 
(integration of education, health, and social care) needed to address complex 
causes of absence. 

Early identification challenges  
Early identification and tracking systems are important in the prevention and 
management of attendance difficulties. This includes staff being confident in 

using tracking systems and awareness of potential risk factors. 

Constraints 
The scope was constrained by time and search methods, which may 
have missed relevant studies, especially those not published in academic 
journals, limiting insights into implementations and how different parts of the 
programme work together in practice. 

Research gaps in UK strategies  
Limited research on UK-specific attendance strategies was found, such as the 
role of attendance officers or fixed penalty notices, or tailored interventions for 
specific groups with high absence rates.

Key findings
Headteachers report that pre-pandemic strategies for improving school 
attendance are no longer as effective, and there is limited UK-based evidence 
to guide current practice. 
The challenges surrounding attendance have become more complex, requiring 
schools to adopt a range of integrated and context-specific approaches. 
Given the multifaceted nature of attendance difficulties, no single solution is 
likely to be sufficient. Instead, a layered and flexible response is needed, one 
that reflects the diverse needs of children and young people and the evolving 
educational landscape. 
This review recognises that patterns of non-attendance are nuanced and may 
shift over time (Bond, Munford et al., 202425). The evidence is presented using 
Kearney and Graczyk’s (2022) three tiered Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 
(MTSS) framework on the next page26.
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Rapid evidence review: Effective interventions 
to improve school attendance rates

Tier Focus Examples of Interventions Goal 
Tier 1. Universal 
Prevention 

Whole school and community 
level strategies

• Enhancing school climate, safety, and health 
• Promoting student skills, parental involvement, and 

school readiness 
• Implementing locality wide attendance initiatives

Prevent attendance problems 
before they emerge by creating 
supportive environments

Tier 2.  Early Intervention Targeted support for students 
showing signs of emerging 
attendance issues 

• Clinical approaches for acute or emerging mental 
health-related attendance issues. 

• Student engagement initiatives 
• Teacher and peer mentoring programs

Provide timely support 
to prevent escalation of 
attendance problems 

Tier 3. Intensive 
Intervention

Individualised and intensive 
support for students with chronic 
or severe attendance problems 

• Expanded Tier 2 strategies 
• Intensive case study and management 
• Coordinated systems of care 
• Alternative pathways to school completion

Address entrenched barriers 
to attendance through 
comprehensive, tailored 
interventions 
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Universal interventions to improve attendance (Tier 1)
Belonging, relationships and family 
engagement
Strategies focusing on building and 
strengthening relationships and connections 
between students, teachers and families through 
connection interventions and home visits, for 
example, are promising to foster belonging 
and improve attendance especially among 
disadvantaged students (more UK specific 
research needed). 

Inclusive and culturally responsive 
communication and engagement with 
parents/carers
Good evidence that consistent, supportive and 
tailored communication (letters or messages 
with parents) can improve attendance. However, 
efforts must be inclusive and culturally sensitive 
to effectively support at-risk groups and diverse 
families. 

Incentives and disincentives
Incentives and penalties for attendance show 
mixed results, with overall evidence post 
COVID-19 being weak. 

School transport
School transport initiatives, including walking 
buses, free public transport, and tailored bus 
access can improve attendance, especially for 
disadvantaged, rural, or SEND students (more UK 
specific research needed). 

Free school meals
Free school meals show mixed impact on 
attendance with small positive effects for some 
groups and settings (limited UK specific research 
and methodological weaknesses present). 

School based health interventions
Mixed evidence to support modest reductions in 
illness related absences (hygiene, dental care, flu 
prevention), with school nurses showing limited 
impact on school attendance.
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Poverty Proofing
In 2019/20, there were 4.3 million children living in poverty in the UK, 31% of all children (or nine in a standard class size)27.

27 https://cpag.org.uk/child-poverty/child-poverty-facts-and-figures
28 https://children-ne.org.uk/poverty-proofing-the-school-day/

What is Poverty Proofing28?
• Developed by Children North East, the Poverty Proofing the School 

Day audit is a whole-school approach to identify and remove barriers to 
learning caused by poverty. 

• It involves consulting pupils, staff, and parents, reviewing school 
practices, and creating an action plan to reduce stigma and hidden costs 
(e.g. uniform, trips, food, fundraising). 

• The aim is to ensure no child is treated differently or excluded because 
of family income. 

Evidence of impact
• Academic outcomes: A 2024 quantitative study found poverty proofing 

improved Maths and English scores by ~5%, benefiting both FSM and 
non-FSM pupils. 

• Attendance: 
• Early qualitative evidence (2016) suggested some positive impact on 

attendance for disadvantaged pupils. 
• However, the 2024 study found no measurable impact on overall or 

persistent absence rates. 
• Brighton & Hove’s 2025 evaluation reported a correlation with 

improved severe absence rates, but not across all indicators. 
• Interpretation: Poverty proofing may support attainment and inclusion 

rather than directly improving attendance.

Key links to attendance
• Poverty is a major driver of absence (e.g., costs of transport, uniform, 

food), and may contribute towards or link with the causes of the causes 
(including poor mental health). 

• Poverty proofing addresses barriers to attendance indirectly, creating 
a fairer school environment, which can reduce stigma and improve 
engagement, but attendance gains are inconsistent.
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Engagement and communication: literature and language 
 To support partnerships, communications need to account for English as not a first language; as well as variation in literacy and numeracy levels and 
digital exclusion. 

Communications have a small positive effect on attendance, especially 
when personalised. 
Effectiveness varies by message type and context, and future strategies must 
address language, literacy, and digital barriers while combining messaging 
with broader attendance support.
Health literacy is important for supporting school attendance because it 
empowers children, families, and school staff to understand and manage 
health-related issues that can impact learning and participation. Here’s a 
summary of why it’s crucial: 
• Improved management of health conditions: early recognition 

and response: identify early signs of illness or distress, enabling timely 
intervention and preventing prolonged absences. 

• Better communication: ensuring that health needs are met (and causes 
are understood and addressed) and attendance plans are supported. 

• Informed decision-making: families with strong health literacy are more 
likely to make informed decisions about when a child is too ill to attend 
school versus when attendance is appropriate, reducing unnecessary 
absences. 

• Promotion of healthy behaviours: contributes to overall wellbeing and 
consistent attendance.

Navigating health information and interventions 
A local study focused on parents of children aged 0-4 years aimed to 
understand the multidimensional nature of health literacy and identify patterns 
of need to inform targeted interventions. 
Portsmouth families scored lower in key domains of health literacy 
(comparable to Southampton (Belfrage et al. 2022) ), these areas scoring low 
included social support for health, appraisal of health information and 
ability to find good health information.
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Targeted interventions to improve attendance (Tier 2)
Targeted communication
Simple, personalised messages to parents, especially those emphasising 
benefits or consequences, can significantly reduce chronic absenteeism – 
communication did not reach students most in need e.g. free school meal 
eligible, English language learners and parents from ethnic minority groups 
(UK based research needed). 

Mentoring programmes
Mentoring is a common intervention used to support students at risk of 
being persistently or severely absent. A previous review concluded the 
impact of mentoring programmes on attendance is mixed, depending on 
context and delivery. Stronger research in the UK context needed. 

Emotional and social interventions
Interventions targeting emotional, behavioural, and social challenges show 
modest effects for attendance, especially in Tier 2. Broader programmes like 
whole class social emotional learning (Tier 1) may offer protective effects 
in some groups, though evidence remains weak and uncertain. Further 
research needed. 

School based counselling
Shows promise in reducing persistent absence among younger UK pupil 
and disadvantaged families. US studies show modest reductions in 
absenteeism, dependent on context, deployment and integration within the 
whole school system.
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The ‘My World’ assessment triangle

29 The My World Triangle (ScotGov.uk – https://elchighland.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/my-world-triangle.pdf) is a tool used in Scotland’s Getting It Right For Every Child (GIRFEC) approach 
(ScotGov.uk – https://www.gov.scot/publications/getting-right-child-girfec-practice-guidance-1-using-national-practice-model-easy-read/pages/4/).

30 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79f82c40f0b66a2fbfef2d/DFE-RR156.pdf
31 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79f82c40f0b66a2fbfef2d/DFE-RR156.pdf
32 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance/toolkit-for-schools-communicating-with-families-to-support-attendance#face-to-face-meetings
33 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance/toolkit-for-schools-communicating-with-families-to-support-attendance#ways-to-communicate-with-

parents-and-carers-about-attendance

The evidence consistently emphasises the need for services to support 
families as part of the holistic approach to addressing school attendance.

The ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’* (GIRFEC) approach, the ‘My 
World Triangle’29 and DfE reminds us that ‘the grown ups’ in a child’s life 
are an important influencer on the child’s outcomes. It is important to 
communicate effectively with parents to (i) gain a holistic overview 
of the child and their world (past and present); and (ii) to collaborate on 
suitable interventions to support attendance and wellbeing. 
Equitable opportunities for the children requires equitable 
opportunities for the parents. 
At the earliest opportunity, services and schools should be aware of the 
needs of families (social, economic and physical) and commit to address 
them. Ongoing engagement is required as ‘needs’ can change over time 
(DfE 2010; DfE 2024a30). 
Efforts should be increased for those parents least engaged in their child’s 
learning (DfE 201031). Successful interventions can be scaled up to home 
visits, and involve other key professionals. The DfE provide a range of 
recommendations within the toolkit for schools on communicating with 
families to support attendance (DfE 2024a)32. 
Positive engagement between education and parents has a positive effect 
on a child’s experience with learning, school and attendance. 

Recommended messages from the 
Toolkit for schools on communicating 
with families to support attendance (DfE 
2024a)33 which can be used relationally 
or restoratively:

“We know that parents and carers 
worry about their children’s mental 
health. Rather than keeping your 
child off school, let us know about your 
concerns. We can then work together on supporting your child.” 

“It can be difficult to know whether your child is too ill to attend school. 
NHS guidance is clear that it’s fine to send them in with a minor cough 
or common cold, provided they don’t have a temperature.” 

“We know your child has special educational needs and this can lead to 
them sometimes not finding school straightforward or as easy as they 
would like. We understand this and want to work with your child, and 
with you, on helping your child feel confident to explain any concerns. 
We can then work together to help provide reassurance and support.”
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Specialised interventions to improve attendance (Tier 3)
Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT)
CBT showed some success in improving attendance but faces resource and 
implementation challenges. School attendance problem (SAP) focused CBT 
generally target thoughts and behaviours driving school attendance and 
often involve both parents and school staff. 
CBT is not a one-size-fits-all solution. It works best for motivated individuals 
with anxiety, depression, or behavioural issues who can engage in 
structured, skills-based work. It is less suitable for: 
• Severe psychosis or bipolar disorder 
• Cognitive impairments (including Foetal Alcohol Syndrome) 
• Complex trauma without adjunctive trauma-focused therapy 
• People in acute crisis or unwilling to engage. 

Intensive home based treatment (IHBT)
Young people receiving this intervention often face complex mental health 
and family challenges that contribute to chronic school absence. Multi-
layered, family-inclusive interventions like IHBT may be effective for students 
with entrenched non – attendance due to mental health or family stressors 
but UK context evidence required. 

Highly personalised support plans
Part time timetables, flexi-schooling, phased returns, remote education etc. 
enable gradual reintegration into school through trauma informed, flexible 
pathways. Early evidence from pilots suggest that such tools can support 
graded exposure and relationship building, ultimately improving attendance 
and engagement.
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Chapter 4
There is lots already 
happening in Portsmouth….
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Relational and restorative practice in Portsmouth schools: 
supporting attendance and tackling absenteeism

34 https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/services/council-and-democracy/policies-and-strategies/health-and-wellbeing-strategy/

Relational and Restorative Practice (R&RP) is an evidence 
based way of being and doing that understands 
the quality of human experiences (individually 
and collectively) as directly correlating with positive 
experiences of making, maintaining and mending 
relationships (Portsmouth Education Partnership).

The Portsmouth Health and Wellbeing strategy34 
(Portsmouth City Council, 2022) highlights the crucial 
role of positive relationships in supporting the 
wellbeing and development of children and young 
people. It identifies that when circumstances worsen for 
individuals, a common factor is the absence or breakdown 
of supportive relationships.

Portsmouth schools are increasingly adopting relational 
and restorative practices as their underpinning culture 
and ethos. By fostering a sense of belonging, trust, and 
respect, schools aim to create environments where 
students feel safe, valued, and engaged – key factors that 
contribute to regular attendance.

Relational practice involves proactive communication and connection, 
ensuring that pupils’ voices are heard and their individual circumstances 
understood. Teachers and support staff are encouraged to establish open 
dialogue with students and their families, identifying barriers to attendance 
early and working collaboratively to find solutions. This can include regular 
check-ins, mentoring, and involving external support where needed. 
Restorative practice focuses on resolving conflict and repairing 
harm through structured conversations and restorative circles. When 
absenteeism or attendance issues arise, restorative approaches provide a 
non-punitive framework for addressing underlying causes – such as friendship 
problems, anxiety, or difficulties at home – helping children and young people 
to reflect, take responsibility, have a solution focused lens and reintegrate 
into school life with renewed support. These methods empower students 
to be part of the solution, and encourage empathy, understanding, and 
accountability. 
Evaluation of the impact of relational and restorative practice is underway. 
With initial evidence indicating that relational and restorative strategies 
(including embedding the ethos in the approach and culture) is having a 
positive effect on attendance, and even decreasing days missed from 
school due to expulsion. The Portsmouth Health Determinants Research 
Collaboration and the Restorative Lab are both key agents supporting the 
evaluations, with findings due Summer 2026.

Positive relationships drive attendance 
Strong connections between students, families, 
peers, and staff create safe, supportive environments 
that boost wellbeing and reduce absenteeism.

‘No Portsmouth child runs out of 
relationships’
Quote adapted locally from an original quote by Father 
Gregory Boyle (Founder of Homeboy Industries).

‘Outcomes are better when relationships 
are good’
Quote adapted from the Harvard Study of Adult 
Development.
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Building the evidence base around school-led interventions
Portsmouth attendance project grants 2024/25 
Small Grants have been made available to schools to set up short 
term projects aimed at improving attendance. They have been asked to 
demonstrate their impact on attendance and outcomes. 
The projects were designed to run during the Spring and/or Summer terms of 
2025 and were one off funding pots. Each funded project was selected based 
on criteria relating to: 
• Clear KPIs and measurable outcomes.  
• Feasibility within budget.  
• Enhancing existing attendance plans.  
• Evidence of co-production and community support.  
• Potential for legacy and wider impact. 
Successful projects share their learning with other schools through 
presentations within the School Attendance Network. 

Projects receiving grants include:
1. Attendance improvement campaigns 
• Broad strategies aimed at improving overall attendance rates. 
• Includes creative campaigns and adventure-themed approaches to 

engage pupils. 

2. Targeted year group or key stage projects 
• Specific interventions for certain cohorts, such as Year 9 or KS3/KS4. 
• Focus on disadvantaged pupils and tailored support for reintegration. 

3. Mentoring and coaching 
• Attendance mentoring programmes for individual pupils. 
• Use of attendance coaches to provide personalised guidance and accountability. 

4. Nurture and reintegration support 
• Provision for pupils with emotional or behavioural challenges. 
• Reintegration plans for severely absent children to ease their return to school. 

5. Health and wellbeing support 
• Education and tailored provision for pupils with health needs. 
• Addressing barriers linked to physical or mental health. 

6. Family and community engagement 
• Programmes involving parents/carers, such as school pick-up and 

engagement initiatives. 
• Support for families where Emotional Based School Avoidance (EBSA) 

exists or is at risk. 

7. Data-driven approaches 
• Use of data capture and analysis to identify patterns and inform interventions.
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Grant funded projects – secondary setting 
Case Study 1: Building a sense of belonging, Admiral Lord Nelson School
Context
Through analysing our data, we found that there 
was a need to focus primarily on our year 9 cohort 
and particularly our students who are receiving 
pupil premium (PP) and / or SEND. 

Actions taken
• Gathered student voice – used Goodenow 

Psychological Scale of School Membership 
survey to explore student’s sense of belonging. 
Also undertook 1:1s with some students 
to explore further what they needed and to 
understand the challenges 

• Clear gender differences were found in relation 
to challenges identified – split target groups 
going forward as a result 
• Boys: held ‘competitions’ as mini teams and 

as individuals, held weekly mentoring group 
sessions (tried 1:1 mentoring, but was not 
well received) 

• Girls: focus was on building self esteem 
and confidence through both group and 
1:1 mentoring, spending time together and 
sharing experiences; had a ‘get ready’ space 
in school so they could ensure they felt good 
on arrival 

• An attendance champion was appointed who 
acted as a mentor and ran the various aspects 
of the project 

Rewards and recognition
Students worked towards achieving 100% 
attendance and were rewarded through vouchers, 
weekly initially and then fortnightly once 
established (students voice used to determine 
which vouchers would be most effective) .
Collective rewards via team based competition was 
also successful – rewarding improvement not total 
% increase .
Used short ‘out of school meetings’ (to coffee 
shops) both in the school day and after school to 
celebrate and build positivity towards school and to 
encourage / establish relationships .
Encouraged students to enjoy extracurricular 
activities – a dance programme was established 
and was popular – was very positive change, 
signalled a massive mindset change for students 
and increased their sense of belonging .

Some examples of the impact seen
Over the course of two terms: 
• 60% of the students improved their 

attendance over the project with 50% moving 
out of “persistent absentee” status having 
been so at the start 

• 71% of the females improved 
• 43% of the males improved 
• 50% of those who were SEND as well as PP 

improved

Other learnings and future steps:
• Need to continue to work with boys (different 

approach) – engagement was not as good 
• Competitions and rewards worked well – plans 

to keep the momentum up through involving 
tutors ‘everyone’s business’ 

• Parents – continuing to explore improving 
engagement and voice e.g. ‘parent hub’ 

• Continue to share good practice
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Using the My World Triangle in Portsmouth
When a family agrees to receiving Early Help, a Family Support Plan is used to help identify the family’s strengths and challenges that they may be experiencing 
and a plan agreed with the family to support their identified needs. Underpinning this, is the My World Triangle, which has the child at its core, providing a useful 
tool for understanding some of the possible drivers for non-attendance and potential factors that may support attendance in the context of the wider family. 
 The approach also looks back at the child’s past experiences and current situation to understand the child and their world; and to inform suitable 
interventions.

35 https://elchighland.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/my-world-triangle.pdf
36 https://www.gov.scot/publications/getting-right-child-girfec-practice-guidance-1-using-national-practice-model-easy-read/pages/4/

The My World Triangle (ScotGov.uk35) is a tool 
used in Scotland’s Getting It Right For Every Child 
(GIRFEC) approach (ScotGov.uk36). 
It helps practitioners assess a child’s wellbeing 
by looking at three interconnected areas: 
• How I grow and develop  

Covers physical, emotional, social, and 
educational development of 
the child. 

• What I need from the people who look 
after me  
Focuses on the influences, support and care 
provided by family, carers, and other adults. 

• My wider world  
Considers the child’s environment, including 
school, community, housing, and socio-
economic factors.

The model is particularly effective for exploring 
school attendance 
because it: 
• Encourages a holistic view: Rather than 

focusing solely on behaviour or academic 
performance, it prompts professionals to 
consider past experiences and current 
situation to understand the child’s emotional 
wellbeing, family dynamics, trauma, external 
and internal pressures, strengths and 
opportunities. 

• Identifies challenges: It helps uncover 
reasons for non-attendance such as bullying, 
mental health issues, caring responsibilities, or 
unstable housing. 

• Supports early intervention: By mapping 
out needs across the triangle, practitioners 
can spot issues early and coordinate support 
before attendance deteriorates further. 

• Promotes child-centred planning: It ensures 
the child’s voice and experience are central to 
any decisions or interventions.
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Case study 2: Miltoncross Academy’s multi-pronged approach

Click to watch video featuring 
Miltoncross Academy’s Deputy 
Headteacher, Hayley Forbes. 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0d1tRoq-JAg

MY WIDER WORLD

W
HAT I NEED FROM

 THE 

PEOPLE W
HO LOOK AFTER M

EHOW
 I G

ROW
 A

ND D
EV

EL
OP

MY WORLD 
TRIANGLE 

WITHIN THE 
SCHOOL GATES 

HELPING ME 
BE IN SCHOOL

‘Using the children’s 
voices, which shows 
them how important 
their voices are and 
they can take credit for 
improvements’

‘Pupil premium children 
have access to an ACE 
Mentor (A Champion 
for Every Child)’ 

‘There is 
a Pastoral 
team across 
the school’ 

‘Every child has a 
trusted adult, which 
can be anyone that they 
feel comfortable with’

‘Connecting in with the 
children to understand 
their wider world and 
find solutions’

‘The medical lead 
will support the 
child with their 
health literacy’

‘Celebrating 
success together’

Diagram 4: Looking at the My World Triangle in Miltoncross Academy
The My World Triangle has been used to provide a visual representation of some of the interventions the 
pupils benefit from within this secondary school.
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Case study 3: myHappymind in Portsmouth
myHappymind is a programme designed to build positive mental health, 
resilience and wellbeing in children. It is available in 44 schools and settings in 
Portsmouth, including primary schools and early years settings (which includes 
supporting school readiness).

Attendance data comparison in primary schools 
(from 2022/23 – 2024/25) 
Based on school data analysis between 2022/23 and 2024/25 comparing 
primary schools using myHappymind with those that did not:
School absence and persistent absence: myHappymind schools showed 
reductions to school absence and persistent absence, but differences were 
not statistically significant to other primary schools, which also showed 
reductions.
Severe persistent absence: Rates worsened in all schools, but at a lower rate 
in myHappymind schools than other schools. This equates to:
• 15 fewer severely absent pupils in myHappymind schools
• Potentially 14 fewer severely absent pupils, in other schools if 

myHappymind had been delivered.
Suspensions: Both groups increased, but myHappymind schools’ increase 
was much lower than other schools. This equates to:
• 229 fewer suspensions in myHappymind schools.
• Potentially 91 fewer suspensions, in other schools if myHappymind was 

delivered.
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Case study 4: Mental Health Support Teams (MHST) in Portsmouth
MHSTs support attendance by reducing emotional barriers to learning through 
early intervention, whole-school mental health promotion, and targeted 
therapeutic work for children at risk of persistent absence.

MHST’s core role in attendance support 
MHSTs are embedded in Portsmouth schools as part of a national NHS 
initiative to expand early intervention for mental health. Their work 
focuses on: 
• Whole-school approaches: training staff, running assemblies, and 

promoting mental health awareness. 
• Targeted interventions: delivering CBT-based support for mild-to-

moderate anxiety, low mood, and emotional-based school avoidance 
(EBSA), which are key drivers of persistent absence. 

• Consultation and signposting: helping schools and families navigate 
pathways to specialist services like CAMHS when needed.

Practical strategies MHST uses: 
Return-to-school attendance plans 
Co-produced with MHST, Early Help and schools, these plans focus on 
emotional – based school avoidance and mental health recovery. 

Parent engagement
MHST works with parents through workshops and consultations to address 
anxiety-driven absence and build resilience at home. 

Multi-agency meetings:
MHST participates in termly panels reviewing severely absent pupils, alongside 
Early Help, Special Educational Needs services, and social care, to identify 
barriers and agree actions. 
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Case study 5: etio – national attendance mentoring 
programme; local implementation and some early findings
• The programme covers 10 areas nationally (Hartlepool, Blackpool, 

Rochdale, Nottingham, Walsall, Norwich, Ipswich, West Somerset, Hastings 
and Portsmouth), first wave March – July 2025 

• Focus is on persistently absent students who have attendance levels 
generally between 70-90% 

• Input is gained from parent/carer, school and young person on 
challenges / barriers 

• Impact data is not available for Portsmouth currently as schools are 
part of a 3 year study 

• However, there are some early finding nationally (from the 10 areas 
combined)

• A survey is completed by the mentees with their mentor or individually, 
before and after the programme and covers: 
• Adult and peer relationships 
• Family and home environment 
• School environment 

• Improved scores can be seen in relation to adult and peer relationships 
and school environment, with no change to family and home environment

“You’ve been doing an amazing 
job with my child, and I can’t 
thank the mentor enough for 
that”.

“You have been the best thing 
about school, and I wish I could 
continue to see you in Year 10”.

“I have loved my time and want it 
to continue next year”.

“There’s been a lot going on and 
having someone to support and 
put things in place in school has 
been good”.

For more case studies visit: https://ampe.etioglobal.org/wave-6-case-studies

42 • Public Health Annual Report 2025 • Understanding school attendance in Portsmouth There is lots already happening in Portsmouth

https://ampe.etioglobal.org/wave-6-case-studies


Equitable opportunities to attend school 
through ‘Ordinarily Available Provision’

37 https://portsmouthlocaloffer.org/documents/ordinarily-available-provision-schools/

The Portsmouth Education Partnership’s 
‘Ordinarily Available Provision’ (OAP) guidance37 
plays a pivotal role in shaping inclusive education 
and supporting public health and school 
attendance across the city. 
The guidance emphasises and demonstrates the 
need for intervention to be ‘ordinarily available’.

Why it matters for public health 
From a public health perspective, the OAP guidance 
contributes to: 
• Reducing health inequalities by ensuring all 

children, including those with additional needs, 
receive appropriate support early. 

• Promoting mental wellbeing through inclusive 
practices that reduce stigma and exclusion. 

• Supporting families by making it easier to 
understand what help is available and how to 
access it. 

• Enabling early help and reducing the burden on 
specialist services by embedding support within 
universal provision.

Why it matters for school attendance 
The guidance is directly linked to improving school 
attendance by: 
• Addressing barriers to attendance such as 

unmet special educational needs, anxiety, or lack 
of appropriate classroom support. 

• Providing a graduated response to 
attendance issues, as seen in the linked 
‘Supporting School Attendance’ guidance. 

• Helping schools implement inclusive 
strategies that keep children engaged and in 
education. 

• Aligning with Portsmouth’s broader 
attendance strategy, which includes resources 
for families and professionals to tackle 
persistent absenteeism

Source: Ordinarily available provision (early years settings, schools 
and colleges) – https://portsmouthlocaloffer.org/documents/
ordinarily-available-provision-schools/
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Chapter 5
Looking forward
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Focal themes

38 https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/ict.2023.29074.jha

‘If we want children to attend school, we must create environments 
where they feel valued, supported, and connected. That means 
investing in people, not just policies….outcomes are better when 
relationships are good’ (quote adapted from the Harvard Study of Adult 
Development38)

Foundational Principles 
There are three overarching themes that come out through the evidence, 
voices and interventions touched on throughout this report at an individual and 
strategic level: 
• Relationships: continue to expand and advance the relational and 

restorative work with children, families, schools and local services providers 
to optimise on the resources available within the school 

• Intelligence and learning: gain and use insights of the causes of the 
causes of school absenteeism and strengthen individual approaches 
through to the governance, accountability, leadership and response of 
those who can improve a system wide approach 

• Accountability and leadership: at an individual and strategic level, using 
the intelligence and strong relationships to strengthen to protective factors 
and address the causes of the causes of absenteeism at a wider systemic 
influences of attendance 

The evidence reveals a multi-layered picture, where practical interventions, 
when thoughtfully designed and locally adapted, can significantly improve 
attendance by addressing both systemic and individual barriers.
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Recommendations relating to the Foundational Principles
Whole-school and community approaches 
National and local guidance on attendance consistently reinforces that there 
is no single intervention that works for all pupils. Instead, schools that adopt 
a whole-school ethos – fostering belonging, positive relationships, and 
inclusive environments – see better attendance outcomes.
This includes: 
• Promoting restorative and relational practices. 
• Embedding arts, sports, and house systems to build identity and 

engagement. 
• Using data not just to track absences but to understand patterns and 

triggers. 
Looking forward, review the findings of the Relational and Relational Practice 
Evaluation (which should be available Summer 2026).

Targeted and responsive interventions 
The Children of the North Improving School Attendance Evidence base and 
the evidence review presented earlier highlight that interventions tailored to 
individual needs – especially those that address mental health, transitions, 
and family circumstances – are more effective than generic strategies.
Examples include: 
• Peer-led mentoring and buddy systems. 
• Trusted adult relationships (not necessarily teachers). 
• Early identification of speech and language needs in early years settings.

Pupil, parent and professional voice and co-design 
When people feel heard and interventions are co-designed with them, 
engagement improves.
This includes: 
• Youth-led sessions via the Youth Cabinet and Peacocks programme. 
• Peer support models that build social connection and reduce stigma. 
• Embedding trusted adults and safe spaces into school life. 
• Supporting parents to co-produce approaches across the city

Cross Collaboration 
Reflect ongoing efforts to make attendance “everyone’s business.”
This includes: 
• Training frontline staff to ask about school attendance. 
• Embedding attendance in health, safeguarding, and poverty strategies. 
• Using shared language and goals across services. 
• Strengthening collaboration with parents to support interventions for 

individual children; and support parents through exploring tools for 
working with families facing challenges .
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Proposed actions
Relationships

Embed lived experience in attendance 
strategies 
The voices of parents and young people are 
missing from current approaches. 
Recommendations: 
• Commission participatory research to gather 

insights from families, especially those facing 
persistent absence. 

• Use creative and community-led methods 
to explore barriers and enablers within and 
beyond the school gates. 

• Co-create tools and supports that reflect real-
life needs and build trust between families and 
services.

Intelligence and learning

Strengthen multi-agency attendance support 
and evidence base 
Ensure current attendance interventions include 
robust evaluation to assess their impact. 
Recommendations: 
• Undertake an appreciative enquiry on the 

existing multi – agency approach integrating 
education, health, and social care to address 
complex causes of absence. 

• Collaborate with HDRC to evaluate relational and 
restorative practices in Portsmouth schools. 

• Continue monitoring myHappymind as a 
whole-class socio – emotional learning 
intervention showing potential protective 
effects on attendance. 

Improve data infrastructure and early 
identification systems 
Fragmented systems and data burdens hinder 
early intervention. 
Recommendations: 
• Enhance interoperability between school, 

health, and social care data systems. 
• Embed Free School Meals (FSM) data into 

Portsmouth’s Data & Insights Hub to better 
understand attendance disparities (as those 
eligible for FSM are twice as likely to be 
persistently absent to those not eligible).

Accountability and leadership

Pilot the poverty proofing schools audit in 
Portsmouth 
Builds on existing work and offers a structured, 
whole-school approach to tackling poverty. 
Recommendations: 
• Launch a pilot in schools located in 

Portsmouth’s most deprived wards. 
• Include a mixed-methods evaluation to assess 

both attainment and attendance outcomes. 
• Use findings to inform wider rollout and policy 

alignment with local education and health 
strategies.
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Using the My World Triangle to Support attendance
Underpinning the recommendations is the relational and restorative practice 
already present and growing in Portsmouth. Through this the following pages 
present how the future may feel for children, families and the wider system.

The My World Triangle approach looks back at the child’s past experiences 
and current situation to understand the child and their world. This is 
important to inform suitable interventions. 
The following pages look at influencing factors around the My World Triangle 
to support attendance from a multi-pronged approach, with the aim of 
benefitting from the evidence-based approaches identified.

Using the My World Triangle is a way of exploring: 

Strong connections 
Exploring and findings way to build and optimise on relationships between 
students, teachers and families to improve attendance. 

Inclusive and culturally responsive 
Understanding how to strengthen and optimise on inclusive and culturally 
sensitive to effectively support at-risk individuals, at risk groups and diverse 
families. 

Personalised outreach 
Informing and optimising on tailored communication to strengthen parental 
involvement and encourage student attendance. 

Supportive school culture 
Building and emphasising emotional safety and mutual respect enhances 
the effectiveness of engagement strategies.
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MY WIDER WORLD
W

HAT I NEED FROM
 THE 

PEOPLE W
HO LOOK AFTER M

EHOW
 I G

ROW
 A

ND D
EV

EL
OP

MY WORLD 
TRIANGLE 

WITHIN THE 
SCHOOL GATES 

HELPING ME 
BE IN SCHOOL

Positive peers, 
supporting 
a sense of 
belonging

Support for trauma, 
including that 
experienced in school 
and out of school

Having the things I 
need to have in school, 
including appropriate 
uniform and equipment 

Assurance that I can move; 
have access, toilets, period 
products, equipment, people 
and spaces I may need 

My adults to have access to 
support they need 

Learning to use relational 
and restorative practice 

To use relational and 
restorative practice with me 
and each other 

Finding ways to look after 
my emotional and mental 
health

The chance to identify ‘key 
contacts’ and adults I feel 
most comfortable to speak 
to in school 

Becoming school ready: 
physically, emotionally 
academically and socially 

Help find ways to keep 
learning about me and 
support my needs

Be able to communicate my 
feelings, experiences and 
needs 

Others’ understanding 
and support for my 
personal needs 

Feeling safe 
in school 
and journeys 
to and from

Protective factors within the school
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MY WIDER WORLD
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HAT I NEED FROM
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HO LOOK AFTER M
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MY WORLD 
TRIANGLE 

BEYOND THE 
SCHOOL GATES 

HELPING ME 
BE IN SCHOOL

My family and I have 
what we need (like food, 
clothes, home learning 
equipment, including 
for going into school)

Knowing people 
at home are safe 
when I am at school 

Having a safe, secure 
home, including for 
homework 

Finding ways to look 
after my emotional 
and mental health 

Learning to use 
relational and 
restorative practice 

Help keep learning 
about me and 
support my needs

To use relational and 
restorative practice 
with me and each other 

To get the support they 
need for them – their health, 
relationships and wider world 
is important for my world 

Me and others 
understanding and support 
for my personal needs 

Becoming school ready: 
physically, emotionally 
academically and socially 

Support for 
trauma

Positive 
peers

Protective factors within the school
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Take proactive steps to: 
(i) achieve the ‘best start 
in life’ and (ii) strengthen 
preparedness for 
starting school and other 
phases of transition 

Protective factors to 
maintain the capability, 
opportunities and 
motivation of the child 
to attend school 

Constructive 
conversations with 
the child and adults 
in the child’s life to 
develop and review a 
personalised action plan, 
using a holistic approach

Continue to review 
progress and revisit any 
of the previous stages

Identify, explore and intervene 
early when there are: 
i) anticipated risks, or 
(ii) the first signs of struggles 
attending / remaining in school

Involve specialists within, 
or external to the school 
setting if required, to support 
improvements. 
This will be dependent on the needs of 
the child (and/or parent/family; and/or 
professional/s). This may be direct or 
via ‘team around the worker’ 

Supporting continuity 
of care, and joined up 
approach supporting 
the child, family and 
school setting

What might a timeline related to school 
attendance look like in the future?
Adapted from ‘Let’s Talk, We Miss You’ resources from Essex County Council to be trauma-informed, relational and restorative.

 



Active involvement using relational and restorative practice with the child, family and school setting throughout. The aim of which is to prevent and intervene at 
the earliest opportunity, in the most meaningful and effective way to achieve positive outcomes for children. 
Maintain a safe environment, sense of belonging, healthy and constructive conversations, and healthy relationships; strengthened by poverty proofing and 
appropriate mentoring.
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Key links and resources
• Tip of The Iceberg – School attendance – Portsmouth Education 

Partnership  – https://www.portsmoutheducationpartnership.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2025/05/school-attendance-tip-of-the-iceberg-may-
25-aa-accessible.pdf

• Return to school document – Portsmouth Education Partnership  – https://
www.portsmoutheducationpartnership.co.uk/school-attendance/

• Back to Basics – Available on Mental Health in Portsmouth website  
– https://mentalhealthinportsmouth.co.uk/self-help/support-for-
parents-and-carers/back-to-basics/

• My Happy Mind – Portsmouth Education Partnership  – https://
mentalhealthinportsmouth.co.uk/self-help/support-for-parents-and-
carers/back-to-basics/

• Relational and Restorative Practice – Portsmouth Education Partnership  
– https://mentalhealthinportsmouth.co.uk/self-help/support-for-
parents-and-carers/back-to-basics/

• Mental health issues affecting a pupil’s attendance: guidance for schools – 
Gov.UK – https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mental-health-
issues-affecting-a-pupils-attendance-guidance-for-schools
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