
Leading Attendance Improvement
From responsibility to ownership

CULTURE CLARITY COURAGE



Why Leadership Matters Most

Attendance Does Not Improve Because:
A policy exists on paper

An expensive system is purchased

Generic letters are sent home

Responsibility is delegated to one person

Reactive processes are followed

Attendance Improves Because:
Leaders actively shape school culture

Expectations are consistently reinforced

Systems are lived, not just documented

Staff feel supported to act

Families see unified leadership

Key message: Attendance will never be stronger than the leadership behind it. The difference between schools with strong and weak 
attendance is rarely the quality of their systems 4 it's the quality of their leadership.



Attendance Is a Leadership Issue
Attendance is not an administrative function that can be managed in isolation. It is a mirror held up to the school, reflecting the strength of its culture, 
the quality of its relationships, and the consistency of its leadership.

School Culture
Daily attendance reflects whether 'every day matters' is genuinely 
believed or simply displayed on posters. Culture is what happens 
when no one is watching.

Relational Trust
Families attend schools where they feel known, valued, and 
supported. Trust is built through consistent, caring relationships over 
time.

Adult Behaviour
The consistency of staff responses to absence 4 from the office 
team to senior leaders 4 determines whether expectations feel fair 
and predictable.

Clear Expectations
When expectations are ambiguous or change depending on who you 
speak to, families learn to negotiate. Clarity prevents this drift.

Delegating attendance entirely to one role 4 typically an attendance officer or welfare lead 4 creates significant risks. It isolates responsibility, 
weakens whole-school culture, and increases safeguarding vulnerability when patterns are missed. Leaders must own attendance strategically, not 
outsource it operationally.

"If attendance is everyone's responsibility, it becomes no one's responsibility. If it's only one person's responsibility, the school loses its grip on it 
entirely."



What Effective Attendance Leadership Looks Like
Strong attendance leadership is not about micromanaging registers or writing letters. It is about creating the conditions in which high attendance feels 
normal, expected, and achievable.

Talk About Attendance Routinely
In assemblies, briefings, meetings, and informal 
conversations. It becomes part of the school's 
vocabulary, not a separate issue addressed only 
when it's poor.

Use the Same Language as Staff
When leaders echo the language used by 
attendance teams, it validates staff, unifies 
messaging, and prevents mixed messages 
reaching families.

Notice Drift Early
Leaders spot patterns before they become 
crises. A child absent twice in a week, a tutor 
group slipping below 95%, a staff member 
showing inconsistency 4 these are leadership 
moments.

Back Staff Decisions
When staff escalate, challenge, or apply consequences, leaders must 
visibly support them. Undermining staff in front of families destroys 
confidence and consistency.

Support Escalation
Escalation should feel safe, not risky. Leaders who delay, doubt, or dilute 
escalation teach staff to avoid difficult decisions.

Attendance leadership is visible, not reactive. It is felt in the everyday routines of school life, not just in termly meetings or data reviews.



Culture Before Systems

1

Weak Culture
Even the best systems fail. Thresholds drift. Staff lose confidence. 

Inconsistency becomes normal.

2

Building Culture
Leaders model expectations. Language becomes shared. 

Consistency is practised daily.

3

Strong Culture
Systems work quietly in the background. High attendance feels 

normal. Staff act confidently.

Systems matter 4 policies, letters, thresholds, escalation pathways 4 but culture comes first. Without a strong underlying culture, even the most 
detailed attendance policy becomes a document that sits in a drawer, referenced only when something has already gone wrong.

Without Strong Culture:
Systems are inconsistently applied depending on who is available or 
how busy the day is

Thresholds drift because staff lack confidence or fear complaints

Families learn to negotiate or delay because responses vary

Staff feel isolated when making difficult decisions

Attendance becomes a 'bolt-on' rather than embedded practice

With Strong Culture:
Systems work quietly and consistently without constant oversight

Expectations are genuinely shared across all staff, not just 
attendance leads

Families understand that responses will be fair, predictable, and firm

Staff feel backed and confident to act early

Attendance improves steadily and sustainably because it is woven 
into everything the school does



Consistency Is Kindness
Many leaders confuse flexibility with kindness. They believe that bending rules, making exceptions, or softening consequences shows compassion. 
But inconsistency 4 however well-intentioned 4 creates confusion, anxiety, and ultimately harm.

1
Inconsistent Leadership Creates
Anxiety for families who don't know where they stand. Confusion for staff who receive mixed messages. Loopholes exploited by families 
seeking to avoid accountability.

2
Consistent Leadership Creates
Safety and predictability for children and families. Trust that the school will respond in the same way every time. Clarity that reduces 
negotiation and conflict.

"Kind leadership is consistent leadership. When families know what to expect, they can plan, adjust, and succeed. When they don't, they live in a 
state of uncertainty that damages trust and increases absence."

Consistency does not mean rigidity. It means that the same circumstances lead to the same responses, that thresholds are applied fairly, and that 
families are not treated differently based on how loudly they complain or which member of staff they speak to.

Children need adults to be predictable. Staff need leaders to be reliable. Families need schools to be fair. Consistency is not cold 4 it is the foundation 
of kindness.



Setting Clear Expectations
Attendance expectations must be explicit, understood, and consistently reinforced. Vague expectations lead to negotiation, delay, and drift. Clarity 
protects both families and staff.

1

Attendance Expectations Are Explicit
Families must hear 4 repeatedly and consistently 4 what the school 
expects. Not hidden in a policy document, but communicated in 
welcome meetings, newsletters, phone calls, and conversations. 
"We expect your child to attend every day" is clear. "We value good 
attendance" is not.
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Staff Know Thresholds
Every member of staff should know when concern begins (e.g., 
below 95%), when action is required (e.g., below 90%), and when 
escalation happens (e.g., persistent absence). If thresholds exist only 
in the attendance officer's head, they are not being used 
consistently.

3

Families Hear Consistent Messages
Whether a family speaks to the office team, a class teacher, a head 
of year, or the headteacher, the message must be the same. 
Inconsistent messaging teaches families to 'shop around' for the 
answer they want.

4

Escalation Is Understood
Families should understand that absence will be monitored, that 
support will be offered, and that if absence continues, consequences 
will follow. This is not a threat 4 it is transparency. Families deserve 
to know what will happen next.

Key principle: Unclear expectations lead to negotiation, delay, and risk. Clear expectations lead to trust, accountability, and improvement. 
Leaders who avoid clarity often do so to avoid discomfort 4 but this discomfort is transferred onto staff and families instead.



Supporting Staff to Act
Staff often hesitate to challenge absence, apply consequences, or escalate concerns 4 not because they don't care, but because they feel exposed, 
unsupported, or worried about complaints. This hesitation is a leadership issue, not a staff issue.

Staff Hesitate When They Feel:
Exposed to criticism or complaints

Uncertain that leaders will back them

Worried about being blamed if things escalate

Unsure of thresholds or processes

Isolated in making difficult decisions

Pressure to avoid 'rocking the boat'

Leaders Must:
Back professional judgement publicly and privately

Support calm, early escalation without requiring 'permission'

Remove fear from decision-making by normalising challenge

Ensure staff are trained and confident in processes

Model the language and approaches they want staff to use

Defend staff when complaints arise, not undermine them

Celebrate staff who act early and appropriately

"Confidence grows when leaders stand behind staff. If staff believe they will be supported, they act earlier, more consistently, and with greater 
confidence. If they believe they will be left exposed, they delay, avoid, and hope the problem goes away."

Supporting staff to act does not mean supporting poor practice. It means ensuring that staff who act professionally, fairly, and in line with policy are 
visibly and consistently backed 4 even when it is uncomfortable.



Leading EBSA & SEND Attendance
Leading attendance for pupils with emotionally-based school avoidance (EBSA), anxiety, or special educational needs requires a careful leadership 
balance. Leaders must validate difficulty whilst maintaining ambition, offer support without normalising absence, and ensure that plans lead back to 
school, not away from it.

Validate Anxiety
Acknowledge that the child's anxiety or difficulty is real. Dismissing or 

minimising distress damages trust and delays engagement. Families 
need to feel heard and understood.

Maintain Ambition
Validation does not mean lowering expectations. The goal remains 
full-time attendance. Plans should incrementally increase attendance, 
not indefinitely accommodate absence.

Avoid Normalising Absence
Part-time timetables, extended reduced hours, or indefinite 'flexible' 

arrangements can inadvertently communicate that absence is 
acceptable long-term. Time-limited plans prevent drift.

Ensure Plans Are Time-Limited
Every support plan should include clear milestones, review dates, and 
incremental increases towards full attendance. Without deadlines, 
plans become permanent accommodations.

The most compassionate leadership decision is often the most uncomfortable one. Leaders who allow absence to continue indefinitely 4 out of 
sympathy or a desire to avoid distress 4 often delay the very support the child needs. Support should lead back to school, not away from it.

Critical leadership principle: "We will support you to attend" is very different from "We will support your absence." Leaders must ensure that 
every conversation, plan, and decision reinforces the former, not the latter.



Attendance, Workload & Sustainability
Improving attendance should not mean overwhelming staff. Many schools add new attendance processes without removing old ones, creating 
duplication, inefficiency, and burnout. Sustainable attendance improvement simplifies practice, not complicates it.

Attendance Improvement Should:
Simplify daily practice for staff

Reduce duplication and unnecessary admin

Prevent staff burnout through clarity

Focus effort on what actually improves attendance

Be achievable alongside existing workload

Prioritise early intervention over reactive crisis work

Leaders Should Regularly Ask:
What can we stop doing?

Where are we overworking?

What processes exist but aren't improving attendance?

Are we duplicating effort across teams?

Which tasks could be automated or streamlined?

What are staff doing that doesn't need to be done?

3
Key questions

Leaders should ask these three questions every 
term to prevent workload creep.

70%
Time saved

Schools report that removing duplication can 
save up to 70% of attendance admin time.

1
Focus area

Doing one thing brilliantly is better than doing 
five things inconsistently.

"Doing less 4 better 4 lasts longer. Sustainable improvement comes from focusing on the few things that genuinely make a difference, not adding 
endless new processes that exhaust staff and dilute impact."



Middle Leaders Matter
Middle leaders 4 heads of year, heads of department, phase leaders, and pastoral leads 4 are critical to attendance improvement. They see patterns 
early, influence daily practice, and shape classroom culture in ways that senior leaders cannot.

See Patterns Early
Middle leaders notice when a child's 
attendance dips before it reaches crisis 
point. They spot trends across groups, 
identify vulnerable pupils, and flag 
concerns whilst they are still 
manageable.

Influence Daily Practice
They model expectations in form time, 
assemblies, and conversations. They 
set the tone for their teams and ensure 
that attendance messages are 
reinforced consistently.

Shape Classroom Culture
Middle leaders determine whether 
'every day matters' is lived or just 
displayed. Their language, responses, 
and relationships directly affect 
whether pupils and families prioritise 
attendance.

Train Middle Leaders Well

Provide clear training on thresholds, 
processes, and language. Middle leaders 
cannot lead effectively if they don't 
understand the systems or feel uncertain 
about their role.

Give Them Data They Understand

Middle leaders need timely, accessible data 
that highlights their pupils. Complex reports 
or delayed information reduce their ability to 
act early.

Hold Them Accountable 
Proportionately

Middle leaders should be accountable for their 
response to attendance data, not for the 
attendance itself. They can control their 
actions, not family circumstances.

Senior leaders who bypass middle leaders 4 either by managing all attendance centrally or by failing to involve them 4 miss an opportunity to embed 
attendance leadership across the school. Middle leaders extend the reach and impact of senior leadership in ways that are sustainable and culturally 
embedded.



Using Data as a Leadership Tool
Data should prompt action, not explanation. Too many leaders use data to generate reports, create spreadsheets, or prepare presentations 4 but fail 
to use data to drive decisions. Effective attendance data use is simple, focused, and action-oriented.

Focus on Trends, Not Noise
Weekly fluctuations are normal. Leaders should 
focus on patterns over time 4 which groups are 
consistently below target, which pupils are 
showing declining trends, which interventions 
are (or aren't) working.

Prompt Action, Not Explanation
Data meetings should lead to decisions, not 
lengthy explanations. If a group's attendance is 
falling, the question is not "Why?" but "What are 
we going to do about it?"

Highlight Risk Early
Data should identify pupils at risk of persistent 
absence before they reach it. Early identification 
allows early intervention, which is far more 
effective than reactive crisis management.

Questions Leaders Should Ask:
What's moving? Which groups or pupils are improving, and what 
can we learn from that?

What's stuck? Where has attendance plateaued despite 
intervention?

What worries us? Which pupils or groups are at highest risk, and 
what are we doing about it?

Questions Leaders Should Avoid:
"Can you explain this dip?" (Explanation delays action)

"What's the national average?" (Comparison distracts from 
improvement)

"Why is this child absent?" (Focuses on circumstances, not 
response)

Data principle: The purpose of attendance data is not to judge staff or create reports. It is to identify where leadership attention is needed 
most urgently, and to track whether actions are having the intended impact.



Courageous Conversations
Attendance leadership requires courage. It requires leaders to have calm, honest conversations with families even when those conversations are 
uncomfortable. It requires timely escalation even when delay feels easier. It requires saying difficult things clearly, kindly, and without apology.

Calm Honesty
Difficult conversations should be factual, 
calm, and focused on outcomes. Avoid 
emotion, blame, or defensiveness. State 
what has been noticed, what is needed, 
and what will happen next.

Timely Escalation
Delaying difficult conversations does not 
make them easier 4 it makes them urgent. 
Early escalation prevents crises and 
protects children.

Difficult Conversations
Avoiding discomfort delays protection. 
Leaders who avoid difficult conversations 
because they fear conflict or complaints 
transfer that discomfort onto the child, who 
continues to miss school.

"Courage now prevents crisis later. The most compassionate thing a leader can do is have the difficult conversation early, clearly, and kindly 4 
even when it feels uncomfortable. Avoiding discomfort is not kindness; it is avoidance that harms the child."

Courageous conversations are not confrontational. They are clear. They do not blame families; they set expectations. They do not seek to punish; they 
seek to support. But they do not avoid the truth, soften the message, or delay accountability.

Leaders model courage. When senior leaders have courageous conversations, middle leaders and staff feel empowered to do the same. When senior 
leaders avoid, delay, or soften, staff learn that difficulty is something to be managed around, not addressed.



Accountability Without Blame
Effective accountability focuses on systems, supports improvement, and avoids public blame. Blame culture hides risk, delays action, and damages 
trust. Accountability culture encourages transparency, early action, and collective problem-solving.

Effective Accountability:
Focuses on systems and actions, not individuals

Asks "What can we improve?" not "Who is responsible?"

Supports staff to reflect and adjust practice

Celebrates early action and problem-solving

Creates psychological safety to report concerns

Tracks progress, not perfection

Recognises effort and intention

Blame Culture:
Hides risk because staff fear being blamed

Delays action because staff avoid escalation

Damages trust between staff and leaders

Creates defensiveness and excuse-making

Focuses on who made a mistake, not how to fix it

Punishes honesty and transparency

Prevents learning and improvement

"When staff are afraid of being blamed, they hide problems until they become crises. When staff trust that accountability is about improvement, 
they flag concerns early, seek support, and act with confidence."

Leaders create accountability culture through their responses. When something goes wrong 4 a safeguarding concern is missed, a threshold is not 
applied, an escalation is delayed 4 the leader's first question should be: "What do we need to change so this doesn't happen again?" not "Who is 
responsible for this?"

Leadership principle: Accountability without blame does not mean no consequences. It means that consequences focus on learning, 
improvement, and system change 4 not public shaming or fear.



REFLECTION

Leadership Focus: Questions for Reflection
Effective leaders regularly reflect on their own practice, not just the practice of their staff. Use these questions to evaluate the strength of your 
attendance leadership and identify areas for development.

Where Are We Too Slow to Act?
Reflect honestly on where delay happens in your school. Are 
thresholds applied promptly? Are escalations timely? Do concerns sit 
in inboxes or wait for meetings? Slow action allows patterns to 
worsen.

Are Expectations Truly Consistent?
Test this by asking different staff members what happens when a 
child is absent. If answers vary significantly, expectations are not 
embedded. Consistency requires deliberate effort and regular 
reinforcement.

Do Staff Feel Backed?
Ask staff directly: "If you escalate a concern, do you feel confident 
that you will be supported?" If the answer is uncertain or conditional, 
this is a leadership issue that must be addressed.

What One Leadership Behaviour Could Shift 
Attendance?
Identify a single, specific behaviour you could model more 
consistently. Perhaps it's having more courageous conversations, 
using attendance language in assemblies, or backing staff decisions 
publicly. Small leadership shifts create cultural change.

This reflection can be done individually, as part of senior leadership team discussions, or as a structured leadership development activity. The goal is 
not to identify weaknesses for criticism, but to honestly assess where leadership attention is most needed.

Optional discussion activity: Share one question with your leadership team and discuss responses. Honest reflection builds shared 
understanding and collective accountability.



What Comes Next
This module has focused on the leadership behaviours and mindsets required to drive attendance improvement within a single school. The next phase 
of learning will broaden the focus to explore how these principles scale across trusts, how sustainability is maintained over time, and how attendance 
improvement becomes embedded as 'the way we do things' rather than an initiative.

Trust-Wide Leadership
Exploring how attendance leadership 
operates across multiple schools, ensuring 
consistency without stifling autonomy, and 
building trust-wide systems that support 
school-level practice.

Sustainability & Review
Examining how attendance improvement is 
maintained when key staff leave, budgets 
shift, or priorities change. Building 
sustainability through systems, not 
individuals.

Embedding Long-Term
Ensuring that attendance is woven into 
school culture, governance, quality 
assurance, and strategic planning so that it 
remains a priority even when leadership 
changes.

"Leadership turns strategy into reality. Policies, systems, and processes are important 4 but they only improve attendance when leaders breathe 
life into them through culture, consistency, and courage."

The principles covered in this module 4 culture before systems, consistency as kindness, courage in difficult conversations 4 are not standalone 
strategies. They are leadership disciplines that must be practised daily, modelled consistently, and reinforced systemically. Attendance improves when 
these principles become habits, not just intentions.



Closing Message
Attendance improves when leadership creates the conditions for success. These conditions are not complex or expensive. They do not require new 
systems, additional staff, or significant resources. They require clarity, consistency, courage, and care.

Leaders Are Visible
Attendance leadership is seen and felt in daily routines, not just 
strategic documents.

Expectations Are Clear
Families, staff, and pupils know what is expected and what will happen 
if those expectations are not met.

Staff Are Supported
Staff feel confident to act because they trust that leaders will back 
them when they do.

Action Is Timely
Concerns are addressed early, before they become crises, preventing 
harm and reducing pressure.

"Attendance leadership is not about control 4 it's about creating the conditions for children to 
attend."

You do not control whether a family experiences housing insecurity, relationship breakdown, or mental health difficulties. But you do control how your 
school responds when these challenges affect attendance. You control the clarity of your expectations, the consistency of your actions, the courage 
of your conversations, and the culture you create.

Strong attendance leadership does not eliminate difficulty. It creates the conditions in which difficulty is addressed early, supported appropriately, and 
prevented from becoming permanent absence.

This is your leadership work. This is where culture is built, where trust is earned, and where attendance improves.



KEY PRINCIPLES

Leadership Principles at a Glance
These principles summarise the core messages from this module. Use them as prompts for discussion, reflection, or to evaluate the strength of your 
own attendance leadership.

Culture Before Systems
Systems work when culture is strong. Without culture, even the best systems fail.

Consistency Is Kindness
Families trust schools that are predictable. Inconsistency creates anxiety and confusion.

Clarity Prevents Drift
Clear expectations reduce negotiation. Vague expectations create loopholes.

Staff Need Backing
Confidence grows when staff feel supported. Fear grows when they feel exposed.

Courage Prevents Crisis
Difficult conversations now prevent safeguarding crises later.

Accountability Not Blame
Effective accountability supports improvement. Blame hides risk and delays action.

Middle Leaders Extend Reach
Middle leaders see patterns early and shape daily culture in ways senior leaders cannot.

Data Prompts Action
Data should lead to decisions, not lengthy explanations or reports.

Sustainability Through Simplicity
Doing less, better, lasts longer. Over-complicated systems burn out staff.

EBSA Requires Balance
Validate difficulty, maintain ambition, and ensure plans lead back to school.



ACTION PLANNING

Applying Leadership Principles in Practice
Understanding principles is important 4 but application is what creates change. Use this framework to translate learning into specific leadership 
actions in your context.

1Immediate Actions (This Week)
Identify one visible leadership action you can take immediately. 

Examples: mention attendance in an assembly, back a staff 
decision publicly, have a courageous conversation, or simplify 

one attendance process.
2 Short-Term Actions (This Term)

Plan one systemic change that will improve consistency or 
clarity. Examples: standardise language across staff, train 
middle leaders, review and simplify data reports, or audit 
whether expectations are truly embedded.

3Medium-Term Actions (This Year)
Identify one cultural shift that requires sustained leadership 
attention. Examples: embedding attendance in governance, 
building middle leader capacity, or shifting from reactive to 

proactive approaches.
4 Ongoing Leadership Practice

Commit to one leadership habit that will reinforce attendance 
improvement long-term. Examples: regular attendance-focused 
conversations with staff, consistent use of data in meetings, or 
modelling courageous conversations.

Questions to Guide Planning:

What is the single biggest barrier to attendance improvement in your 
school right now?

Which leadership action would have the greatest impact on that 
barrier?

What would staff, families, or pupils notice if you applied these 
principles consistently?

Implementation Tips:

Start small and build momentum

Be specific about what will change

Communicate changes clearly to staff

Monitor impact and adjust as needed

Celebrate progress and effort



Thank You

Leadership Turns Strategy Into Reality
Thank you for engaging with this module. The principles explored here 4 culture, clarity, consistency, and courage 4 are not theoretical concepts. 
They are practical leadership disciplines that improve attendance when applied consistently and authentically.

Your leadership matters. The decisions you make, the conversations you have, the staff you support, and the culture you build directly affect whether 
children attend school. This is profound work. It is challenging, often uncomfortable, and rarely celebrated 4 but it is essential.

"Children attend schools where they feel known, valued, and expected. Leaders create those schools through their daily actions, not their strategic 
plans."

As you leave this module, carry forward the understanding that attendance leadership is not about perfection. It is about consistency, courage, and 
care. It is about creating the conditions in which high attendance feels normal, achievable, and valued.

You have the knowledge. You have the tools. Now lead with clarity, consistency, and courage. Your pupils are counting on it.

Continue to Next Module Download Resources


