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Messages from 24 local authorities challenged on their low rates of VC attendance,
undertaken by REACTSs. Calls included a variety of LAs from across England, including
range of urban LAs (e.g. Lambeth; Luton; Birmingham; Manchester) and rural/suburban LAs
(Cornwall; West Berkshire, Kent)

Discussions focused on three main questions:

- Why do you think attendance is particularly low here? What are the barriers?

- What, specifically, are you doing to improve attendance of vulnerable children and
young people in your area this term?

- What do you think DfE could do to help you to improve attendance of vulnerable CYP
from September?

Barriers to attendance raised by Local Authorities with registered low-attendance

Note: the below are anecdotal issues cited by Local Authorities, and may not reflect issues
faced across all areas. The issues earlier in the list were more commonly cited.

¢ Particular challenges in LAs with more populous BAME communities.

This has been cited by many authorities, particularly focusing on the increased risk of
COVID-19 and reluctance to send children to school. This is particularly the case in
LAs with multi-generational households, with additional vulnerability for elderly
relatives. This includes reports of misinformation about COVID-19 among BAME
communities.

¢ Robustness of data

Several LAs have questioned the data that DfE holds on local attendance and
indicated that their own attendance figures are higher than DfE statistics. Some have
requested a streamlined data collection approach that goes through the LA rather
than direct to DfE. Some LAs also reported issues of lack of completion among
schools/trusts, which affects their data.

e Continue parental anxiety and preference for children to remain at home

LAs reported ongoing worries from parents and foster carers about the safety of
attending school. Where parents are no longer working, many see little need to send
their child to school. There are concerns among more elderly foster carers, who
worry about the risk to their own health. Parents of children with EHCPs often
consider their child safer at home than at school. Local examples of outbreaks in
schools (for example, in Derby) have exacerbated this anxiety. Some LAs cited
increases in home-elective education and children who prefer to be at home (e.g.
mental health, issues around bullying).
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Resentment at being identified as vulnerable

Some parents resent the implication that their child is considered ‘vulnerable’, while
some children are concerned that attending school will reveal that they have a social
worker to their friends.

School capacity issues

LAs report challenges for schools in accepting more pupils (and consequently, lack of
push from schools in filling places). They cite practical concerns around social
distancing requirements and shielding.

Reliance on public transport

Vulnerable children (particular in urban areas) are more reliant on public transport to
attend school, and are concerned about the additional risks involved. There are also
specific challenges for assisted transport for children with additional needs which can
serve as a barrier

Actions LAs have taken to improve attendance

Promoting attendance through the Children’s Social Care system and schools

Consistent messaging taking place to families to promote and encourage attendance,
typically through contact by social workers, shifting the messaging to focus on a
return to school. This includes ‘selling’ attendance at school through videos, and
through specifically targeted comms at parents. For BAME communities, some LAs
have produced targeted guidance in different languages and have worked to dispel
myths about COVID-19 and school safety.

LAs also working with schools to promote attendance, including inviting children in on
a one-to-one basis for gradual re-infroduction to school, ongoing worker from
attendance officers.

Ensuring safeguarding where attendance does not take place

LAs are prioritising action from social workers in keeping children safe where they do
not attend school. This includes specific risk/RAG rating for individual children, and
increased rates of follow-up for non-attendees. Follow-up often done through remote
contact (e.g. WhatsApp).

Increased scrutiny of school activity

A small number of LAs reported additional scrutiny on the decisions made by
schools. In one case, this included checking the risk assessments made by schools;
in another, establishing a Vulnerable Children Governance group where social care &
education colleagues meet regularly to discuss the attendance and needs of
individual children.
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Offering training for schools on re-opening

One LA (Doncaster) has offered training sessions for schools on schools re-opening
and dealing with children who have been out of education.

Support that DIE could offer {o boost attendance

Clear guidance

LAs requested prompt, clear guidance to allow schools and LAs to prepare for
September return, especially on social distancing and shielding requirements. Also a
request for guidance on elective home education and on exclusions, anticipating a
likely spike in behavioural challenges.

Universal communications

Comms that promotes a narrative that all children and all schools will be returning to
school, with a focus on mandatory attendance (and holding parents to account for
this through penalties if necessary). Specific guidance reinforcing these messages
for BAME communities, or support for LAs in working with BAME communities
(including parent-targeted guidance in other languages).

More effective data collection

A request to streamline data collection through LAs, as is currently done for the Early
Years collection, so that the data held by DfE and by LAs is consistent.

Support on public transport

Ensure continued clear public transport guidance. One request for the congestion
charged to be eased for social workers in London.
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