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Introduction

Key findings
Persistent absence has increased

over time
Different types of absence have

different drivers
Authorised absence is associated with poverty,

health conditions and most ASN categories,
while unauthorised absence is most strongly
linked to poverty, care experience and social-

emotional support needs

Pupil circumstances matter more
than school differences

Variation in attendance is explained more by
pupils social and economic circumstances than

by differences between schools or local
authorities.

The proportion of pupils missing 10% or more
of the school year increased from one in four

in 2014/15 to nearly one in three by
2018/19.

Low household income is the
strongest predictor

Pupils who had ever been registered for FSM
had up to a 44% probability of persistent

absence, approximately double that of non-
FSM pupils

School attendance in Scotland remains below pre-pandemic levels, with one in three secondary
school pupils absent for more than 10% of the academic year in 2024/25. The Scottish Government
(SG) publishes a range of official statistics on school education.  Poor attendance can have
significant consequences for educational 
attainment, wellbeing and later labour 
market outcomes.

This briefing summarises findings from
administrative data research on public
secondary school pupils in Scotland to
examine factors associated with:

 persistent absence- missing 10% or
more of the school year, 
authorised absence- such as sickness,
medical appointments or family
circumstances
and unauthorised absence - such as
truancy, school refusal or unexplained
lateness.

In 2018/19, secondary school pupils had an
overall 32% probability to be persistently
absent.
The share of secondary school pupils who miss
10% or more of the academic year continues to
increase: SG reported a persistent absence rate
of 37.4% in 2024/25 for secondary school pupils.
Pupils registered for Free School Meals (FSM) at
any point were twice as likely to be persistently
absent.
Pupils with mental health related prescriptions
were estimated to experience up to 90% more
authorised absence days.
Pupils with Additional Support Needs relating
to social-emotional factors were estimated to
experience up to 70% more unauthorised
absence days.

Key statistics 

https://www.gov.scot/collections/school-education-statistics/
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Further Breakdown
Persistent absence 

Persistent absence increased
from 25% of pupils in 2014/15
to 32% by 2018/19, with rate
rising through secondary school,
especially between S3 and S5.
Pupils registered at any point for
FSM had up to a 44% probability
of persistent absence,
approximately double that of
their peers.  Pupils with ASN
were around a third more likely
to be persistently absent (a 31-
35% probability) than those
without (22-25% probability). 

Persistent absence Authorised absence 

Authorised absence showed
little variation between schools
or local authorities. Estimates
also show authorised absence is
at its highest in S3. Pupils from
low-income households were
estimated to have around 50%
more authorised absences than
their peers. Mental health-
related prescriptions were linked
to up to 90% more authorised
absence days, and most ASN
categories were associated with
higher absence rates.

Persistent absenceUnathorised absence 

Unauthorised absence also
showed little variation between
schools or local authorities.
Estimates show unauthorised
absence increases over the
course of secondary school.
Pupils ever registered for free
school meals were estimated to
have up to 130% more
unauthorised absence days.
Social-emotional and family-
related needs increased absence
by up to 70%, with the
combination of poverty and
poor emotional wellbeing
resulting in compounding
disadvantage.

Why these findings matter for policy 
The findings indicate that school absence is primarily driven by underlying social, economic,
health and wellbeing factors rather than differences between schools. Poverty, mental health
challenges, care experience and additional support needs play a crucial role in shaping attendance
patterns. They also show that different forms of absence have distinct underlying causes,
suggesting that a "one-size-fits-all" approach to attendance policy is unlikely to be effective.

The research indicates that policies focused solely on attendance management within schools
may have limited impact unless they are accompanied by wider action addressing poverty,
emotional wellbeing, health and family circumstances.

Addressing attendance therefore requires coordinated action across education, 
health, social care and anti-poverty policy.
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Policy recommendations
1.Prioritise family level support for pupils experiencing poverty

Expand measures that reduce financial pressures on families and address the underlying
drivers of attendance difficulties.

2.Develop integrated poverty and mental health strategies

Ensure attendance policies recognise the interaction between economic disadvantage and
emotional wellbeing.

3.Strengthen support for pupils with Additional Support Needs

Improve early identification and tailored interventions reflecting the specific nature of pupils'
support needs.

4. Improve access to mental health services

Ensure timely assessment and support through both NHS services and school-based provision.

Read the full research publication:

5.Support care-experienced pupils

Recognise care-experienced young people as a high-risk group and strengthen multi-agency
approaches to improving school engagement.

Next steps for the
research

The study used linked
administrative data including
school attendance records, Pupil
Census, prescription data
relating to mental health
medication and 2011 Census
information on long term health
conditions of children and
parents.

Analysis covered all pupils in
stages S1-S6 attending publicly
funded secondary schools during
2014/15, 2016/17  and
2018/19

Mixed effects and multilevel
negative binomial models were
used to assess assocations while
accounting for school and local
authority variation.

Method

We have recently received updated data from the Scottish
Government, Public Health Scotland and the National Records
of Scotland. We will update this analysis to cover the post-
pandemic school years in the coming months.
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