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My hypothesis 

• Legal Framework is fine (just about)

• Schools in the main adapt well

• Policy is problematic and creates difficulties

• Care and control balance is not right

• Support services are fragmented and reducing

• Needs of children and families are often not met

• Children at risk of state and services sanctioning them being out of 
education

• Not sufficiently child centred

• The need for a coherent and supportive policy framework





History
Key Dates

✓ 1833 restrictions of employment and development of schools
✓ 1870 Foster Education Act: Compulsory school age 5 to 10
✓ 1870s School Boards and Building schools and infrastructure
✓ 1918 Fisher Act raised compulsory school age to 14
✓ 1944 Education Act (education structures) + leaving age raised to 15
✓ 1970 Education Welfare Service
✓ 1989 Children Act (social work principles) Children not placed in 

care for truancy
✓ 2013 Penalty Notices for non attendance introduced

Themes / Issues
✓ Educating workforce
✓ Improving social conditions
✓ Politics: left / centre / liberal
✓ Social control policing / law and order
✓ Philanthropy
✓ Supporting children
✓ Parental and state responsibilities
✓ Changing role and independence of schools



Care or Control

• The school board man

• Ex-police officers

• Children’s Care Committees

• Education Welfare Officers and Education 
Social Workers

• Prosecution

• The Education Welfare Service (the ideal?)

• Unified childrens services



The numbers

• 2018 absence rate in English Schools was 4.8% (6.5% in 2019)

• 1 in 9 pupils is persistently absent (over 10% absence)

• 121,000 pupils miss more than 25 days a year (out of 190 days) the 
majority for ‘health’ related reasons

• 49,000 pupils were missing education (not in a school) (16/17)

• 7,900 pupils were permanently excluded from school (17/18)

• 61,000 pupils (years 10-11) were removed from school rolls (2017)

• 60,000 pupils being home educated (explosion)

• 261,000 penalty notices issued to parents in 2017 due to absence



The Law

• Compulsory school age
• Parent
• Suitable education
• Authorising absence
• Fixed Penalty Notice
• Sections 444 Education Act
• Parenting Orders
• School Attendance Orders
• Education Supervision Orders
• The school roll



Invisible Children

https://www.face
book.com/Dispatc
hesC4/videos/238
948290373272/?v
=23894829037327
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https://www.yout
ube.com/watch?v
=UdtVwxow61E

https://www.facebook.com/DispatchesC4/videos/238948290373272/?v=238948290373272
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UdtVwxow61E


Cruel and discriminatory: research on prosecuting 
parents for school absence

Article by Margaret Doyle of the UK Administrative Justice Institute January 2019

• Cruel and inhumane to prosecute: hardship / discriminatory / unjust

• High proportion of pupils with special educational needs (twice the 
rate of persistent absence)

• Mental health problems: unsupported

• School refusal: why? Understanding.

• 16,000 parents were prosecuted for not ensuring education of their 
children (2017) 71% were women

• The missing voice of those subjected? Parents and children.



Fixation on term time holidays



Ideal framework? Fit for purpose: not really!
Yes we have more children attending school than ever before, but ……….

✓ Legal Framework is fine (just about): maybe over emphasis on penalty notice?

✓ Policy is problematic and creates difficulties and is not integrated?

✓ Dependent on interpretation and commitment of schools and local authorities?

✓ Care and control balance is not right?

✓ Needs of children (and families) are often not responded to?

✓ Support services are fragmented and reducing?

✓ Children at risk: state and services sanctioning them being out of education?

✓ Not sufficiently child centred?

✓ The need for a coherent and supportive policy framework: join up the dots?

✓ Lack of research?


