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Background

This Data Insight draws on analysis of annual
attendance data and pupil level data to explore
absenteeism over an 11-year period for a single
birth cohort in Wales.
This analysis forms part of a larger Wales Institute
Social Economic Research and Data (WISERD)
Education Data Lab project, and also forms part of
ADR Wales’ Skills and Employability programme of
work.

What we did
In order to examine patterns of non-attendance over time, this
study used a randomly sampled cohort of roughly 13,500 young
people from Year 1 up to and including Year 11, starting in the
2007/08 academic year.[ii] Linking data on sessions of authorised
and unauthorised absences over the 11-year period with pupil
level demographic data, we were able to generate sequences of the
number of total sessions missed by each pupil. Sequences cover the
period of primary and secondary school, concluding when the young
people were undertaking their GCSE examinations. Cluster analysis
was conducted using the sequence data in order to group young
people who showed similar patterns of non-attendance over the 11year period. Patterns in non-attendance are illustrated using banded
breakdowns of the number of sessions missed for each of the 11
academic years, for the cohort as a whole, and for the individual
groups.

Evidence exists of links between
attendance and academic outcomes,
with poor attendance associated with
poorer attainment at both Key Stages
2 and 4.[i] However, comparatively
little research looks at patterns of
attendance, particularly over long
periods of time. Attendance may
change as young people develop
and the requirements placed on
them through their different school
settings change, i.e. as they transition
from primary to secondary schooling.
Exploration of non-attendance
over time can lead to a better
understanding of student pathways
through, and engagement with,
education, and whether engagement
over time is linked to education
attainment.

What we found
For the cohort we found that non-attendance declined slightly over primary school, with those who missed more than
4 weeks of school (41 or more sessions) reducing from 19% in Year 1 to 14% at the end of primary school (in Year 6).
There was a prominent decrease in non-attendance upon entry into secondary school, with those absent more than 4
school weeks falling to 6% in Year 7, increasing gradually up until Year 11—to 11%. However, the overall pattern of nonattendance across the cohort can hide important variations, specifically the presence of groups of young people with
persistently high levels of non-attendance—as highlighted by the cluster analysis.

Figure 1: Distribution of non-attendance for each academic year[iii]

Four groups of student non-attendance were identified:
1.

2.

3.
4.

Consistently good attendance: 41% of the sample had levels of attendance that were consistently high across the
11-year period, with the proportion experiencing up to 2 weeks’ absence not dipping below 70% in a year for the 11year period.
High levels of non-attendance: A group of young people, accounting for 9% of the sample, exhibited persistent levels
of non-attendance over the 11-years, with those missing more than 6 weeks of school reaching a peak of 46% within
an academic year.
Improving in secondary school: The pattern of improving attendance up to Year 6 with a step change in Year 7, seen
in the cohort as a whole, may be driven partly by a single group of individuals, who accounted for 32% of the sample.
Problematic attendance: A last group of students had levels of non-attendance that could be considered problematic
but falling short of prevalent persistent non-attendance, accounting for 19% of the sample.

Figure 2: Distribution of non-attendance for each student type for each
academic year; the percentage in brackets is the group size

What next?
Building upon this descriptive analysis we will
explore whether characteristics in the early years
(e.g. during Key Stage 1) predict belonging to a
particular non-attendance group. Characteristics to
be explored will include non-attendance during early
years, Free School Meal status, area deprivation, and
individual level characteristics, such as gender and
ethnicity. Longer term analysis plans will ultimately
attempt to link patterns of non-attendance over
compulsory schooling to attainment in GCSEs,
thereby complementing previous analyses of nonattendance and academic outcomes by taking a
longitudinal approach to non-attendance.
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