School attendance statistics – data collection
Annual school census

The school census is an annual snapshot of pupil and school level data for each pre-school centre, nursery, special, primary, post-primary, hospital and independent school in Northern Ireland. The census collects a range of data including enrolments which incorporates pupil characteristics such as religion, ethnicity, gender etc, as well as exams data and attendance. The data is used to inform DE policy and procedures, for example school funding, as well as to inform ELBs of detailed information useful to them in their auditing processes.  The date for the school census is usually the Friday of the first full working-week in October.  Schools are asked to return their data by the end of the week following census date.  

Data for primary, special and post-primary schools are collected at pupil level.  Returns are made electronically from the Schools Information Management System (SIMS). Data for children in nursery schools, hospital schools, independent schools and voluntary and pre-school centres are collected via an aggregated paper return. For this reason, attendance data cannot be reported for these schools.

Data is validated in a number of ways: through validation checks built into the reporting system in schools; though validations run in Statistics and Research Branch (SRB); and, through referencing data against Education and Library Boards (ELB) local knowledge and against data held in ELB administrative systems.

School attendance statistics
Historically, school attendance data was available in limited detail at school level for post-primary schools only. In 2004, the Northern Ireland Audit Office report ‘Improving Pupil Attendance at School’ emphasised the importance of using data to plan effective initiatives to deal with the problem of low attendance. In particular they felt that data at school level and on the type of absence was essential to identify patterns, trends and factors. School attendance statistics were collected at pupil level for the first time in the school census in October 2008. 
As well as pupil characteristics such as gender and ethnicity, SRB now receive data on the number of sessions a pupil is absent throughout the year and for what reason, allowing for more detailed analysis.
Reasons for absence allow SRB to calculate overall attendance, absence – both authorised and unauthorised – for all pupils, based on the following definitions.

	PRESENT
	AUTHORISED ABSENCE
	UNAUTHORISED ABSENCE

	Educated off site
	Bereavement
	Family holiday not agreed

	Late (before registration closed)
	Suspension
	Other absence e.g. birthday

	Approved sporting activities
	Agreed family holiday
	No reason provided

	Study leave
	Illness
	Late (after registration closed)

	Educational visits
	Medical / dental appointment
	

	Work experience
	Other exceptional circumstances e.g. severe weather
	

	
	Religious observance
	

	
	Traveller absence
	


Role of the school

DE produced comprehensive guidance for schools in relation to defining and recording pupil attendance in DE circular 2006/14:

http://www.deni.gov.uk/revised_circular_2006_14_-_school_attendance__absence_recording_by_schools_-_6_october_2008.pdf
As directed in the guidance, the schools record attendance data for each morning and afternoon session for all pupils using SIMS, as shown below.
The schools upload the files using web exchange, thereby transferring all data to SRB in DE.
Role of C2K

C2K provide the platform for SIMS and are therefore responsible for all the technical aspects of the system. They resolve any problems with the technical operation of the system. They also provide a specific helpdesk service for schools which offers advice on request, for example, how to navigate the system, rectify errors etc.
Role of Statistics and Research Branch
Currently one Deputy Principal Statistician is responsible for collating, validating and reporting attendance statistics, with the Grade 7 Statistician quality assuring reports prior to publication.
Data validation and confidentiality
There are validations built into the system by C2K at data input stage to prevent errors. In addition, C2K send an end of year procedures document to schools to remind them to check all data, including attendance, is complete. Schools must check and sign off their summary attendance table prior to submitting the information. On receipt of the data, SRB run a series of data validations to ensure the data is accurate and complete. 
Data is published at aggregate level only therefore individual pupils cannot be identified.
Process and timescales
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Link to recent publications

The following link includes the Statistical First Release, detailed attendance statistics and school level attendance statistics.

http://www.deni.gov.uk/index/32-statisticsandresearch_pg/32-statistics_and_research_statistics_on_education_pg/32_statistics_and_research_-_statistics_on_education-pupil_attendance.htm
Metadata such as definitions and quality issues including coverage are outlined in detail in the reports.
Uses of the data

Schools, ELBs, CCMS and DE use attendance data to monitor performance, benchmarking against other schools and areas. The DE policy area particularly concerned with attendance is Pupil Support Branch which is responsible for related policies, guidance to schools in relation to attendance and monitoring non-attendance referrals. Attendance data feeds into other policies, for example it is a performance indicator in the Achieving Belfast and Derry Bright Futures programme and informs policies on traveller children. DE’s Every School A Good School policy emphasises the importance of using data to promote improvement. Attendance data is being used within other departments, for example, it is a key indicator in the Education Domain of the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure. The Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister have developed a suite of indicators to monitor performance against their 10 Year Strategy for Children and Young People. Attendance data feeds into one of the six high level outcomes – Enjoying, Learning and Achieving. It is in turn, also monitored at local level under the Regional Children’s Services Plan. The Department for Employment and Learning recently produced a paper discussing young people not in education, employment and training and have used attendance data to indicate when they disengage from school.
A number of Assembly Questions are received in relation to attendance and the information was recently presented to a sub-group of the North South Ministerial Council at an event focused on sharing information and ideas on this area. SRB is represented on the C2K liaison group which meets periodically to discuss any issues in relation to attendance data and provide feedback from schools.
Relevant legislation

Education Registration and Attendance of Pupils Regulations 1974 SR No. 78  

Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986 - Article 17A 

(Regulations as to the carrying on of grant-aided schools)

Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986 - Article 46 

(Compulsory School Age)

Note: amended by the 1989 Order

Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986 - Article 48

(Registration of pupils at school)

Education Reform (NI) Order 1989 – Article 156

(Compulsory School Age)

Article 31(1) of the Education (NI) Order 1996 – Article 31

(Date of commencement of secondary education)

SRB run validations on attendance data and create final datasets





SRB convert files from csv to SPSS for analysis and merge into one file for each school type





Schools complete, check and upload data to web exchange





School census documentation issued





Census planning and preparation e.g. end of year procedures from C2K, update syntax in SRB
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Initial analysis and publication of summary statistics





In-depth analysis and publication of detailed statistics























Meet with C2K, feedback from schools, talk to policy colleagues, respond to Assembly Questions and other requests
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