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What exactly is a theory of 
change?

“Throughout our work and personal lives, we have aims and 
ideas about how to achieve them, but we rarely take the time to 
think these through, scrutinise and articulate them. This is what a 
theory of change process does. It encourages us to reflect on 
our aims and plans, to discuss them with others and to make 
them explicit. 

The output from a theory of change process describes how we 
believe our activities will lead to the outcomes and impacts we 
want to achieve. At NPC, we tend to think of theory of change 
as the foundation of charity strategy, evaluation and 
communication.” (NPC, October 2019)



Theory of 
Change

10 Steps



Workshop 1: 16th October
• The Group sought to undertake steps 1 and 2. 

• The emphasis of the discussion, individual and group exercises was to 
understand ‘the situation’ around the topic of attendance (at school, 
college, alternative education setting, home), as well as the problem 
that is trying to be addressed. 

• We also sought to identify some potential wording for a goal for this 
work which, whilst having a communicable strapline of ‘making 
attendance everyone’s business’, may in fact have a slightly 
different emphasis in terms of desired outcome by the end of 2026 
(our agreed time horizon), and in terms of the enduring impact any 
activity before then may seek to enable.

• Finally, we started to consider ‘target groups’ with a particular focus 
on young people and families struggling to attend well. We considered 
a range of case studies as well as personal and professional insights 
and experience. We particularly sought to think about young people 
that are severely absent, persistently absent or at risk of these 
characteristics in Redcar and Cleveland.

Thanks to all 

attendees 





What is the problem?
The common starting point appeared to be that the rates of attendance are not as high as 
is desired. And there’s no sense that the problem will get any smaller in scale without 
further intervention. This dynamic has negative consequences for children, young people, 
families and the Borough that we want to do something about. 

Whose problem is this? Response: It’s everyone’s problem.

Themes included:

• Risks to CYP’s safety, welfare and wellbeing by not being in a place of education, 
especially our most vulnerable children 

• Inequities and barriers to attendance mean those already at a disadvantage face even 
further adversity if they can’t attend well – and these gaps widen even further between 
disadvantaged CYP and peers.

• Lack of value placed on education by some CYP, and parents/families means poor 
attendance behaviours could persist and grow further in communities or specific groups 
making the problem bigger and bigger.

• Risk to achievement of academic outcomes (though this prompted a lively debate about 
whether ‘achieving in life’ is different and what ‘success’ means)

• There is a lack of understanding about the causes of persistent and severe absence, and 
what sits behind the reasons for CYP not being able to attend well. Assumptions and 
presumptions prevail, and there is insufficient time and space to address each CYP / 
family’s individual needs.

• The feeling that children are missing out on valuable learning, growth and development 
opportunities by not being in school or college.

• Current system / approaches are not meeting needs or stemming the decline in 
attendance nationally nor locally.

• This is a national issue not just affecting Redcar and Cleveland.

“School should 

be a place 

where a child 

wants to be.”

“Attendance is 

a problem if 

home is a 

problem too.”

“Young people 

say they don’t 

like school but 

they do like 

learning.”

“The issue then 

is engagement, 

not attendance?”

“As a society 

we’re trying to 

make people fit 

into boxes.”



Problem Statement

The problem is ‘the 

system’



Problem Statement

The problem is our 

lack of understanding 



Problem Statement

The problem is that 

poor attendance has 

negative consequences 

for CYP life chances



Drilling down…

Using the NPC’s Ten Step Guidance, we 
broke into three groups and worked 
through these 7 questions to drill down 
and think more deeply about the situation.

We had opportunity to come back 
together and identify common and 
different viewpoints.



Who is affected?

Children 

and young 

people

…especially SEND and the 

most vulnerable children in 

the Borough – ‘those 

without an advocate’

SEND

At risk of 

exploitation

Siblings and peer 

groups

Those moving out 

of the area

Families (of 

children not 

attending 

well)

…‘Hard to reach’ families 

and those parents with 

previous trauma or negative 

experiences of education

Parents not able to 

go to work

Parents with 

particular attitudes / 

behaviours in 

relation to their 

child/ren’s needs and 

circumstance

Schools
Higher/lower                

excluding schools    affected             

differently?

All schools 

affected with 

‘cliff edges’ at 

key transition 

moments

These were just first 

instincts amongst 

the group rather 

than in front of data 

or case studies



What are the consequences of the problem?

Short-, medium and 

long-term consequences 

if a child / young person 

cannot attend well….

Risk of exploitation 

and lack of safety 

for CYP

Educational 

outcomes could 

suffer

Social isolation / 

negative health and 

wellbeing

Impact on parents if 

CYP needs not 

being met

School staff feeling 

extra burden

Longer term 

economic impacts 

(missed life chances 

/ potential 

unrealised)



Some stats…

• The information below, whilst slightly 
dated, is from the Early Intervention 
Foundation( January 2022). 

CSJ-Lost_but_not_forgotten-2.pdf 

(centreforsocialjustice.org.uk)

• This information from the Centre for 
Social Justice ( January 2022) is just one 
source that help us understand the 
deeper costs of absence.

The cost of late intervention: EIF analysis 2016 | Early 

Intervention Foundation

https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/CSJ-Lost_but_not_forgotten-2.pdf
https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/CSJ-Lost_but_not_forgotten-2.pdf
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/the-cost-of-late-intervention-eif-analysis-2016
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/the-cost-of-late-intervention-eif-analysis-2016


What are the causes of the problem?

CYP / family needs 

not being met;  

interests not being 

satisfied

Poverty and 

other inequities

Intergenerational 

beliefs and value 

systems (about 

education / 

attendance)

Parental ability 

to develop 

resilience in their 

child/ren

Lack of safety 

and care in the 

system

Social contract 

between parents 

and schools 

‘broken’ post-

COVID

Lack of access to 

education; 

demands in 

school (e.g., for 

equipment)

‘Wider 

determinants’  

including poor health 

of CYP not able to 

attend well



What are the barriers to change?

• A lack of….. 

• Pastoral resources in schools

• Understanding of ‘child voice’ (both non-attending and attending)

• The negative influence of social media

• ‘You don’t need to go to school to become rich’ messaging

• The way it fuels the ‘I expect information now’ behaviour (affecting 
attitudes to learning)

• Schools ‘not able to keep up with the world’ – therefore not as attractive 
to children and young people as they might

‘It’s still similar to the system set up for Victorian times. We should ask what 
we need to teach and how we need to teach it.”

• Parental trust in the system is low 

• Inability to meet individual needs of children e.g. SEND. 

• There isn’t enough time and space created to understand these needs nor 
build trusting relationships

“Still feels like we’re running a medical model rather than a social model.”

Who should change?

What should 

change?





What are the opportunities to overcome 
these barriers?

• Strengths-based working – demonstrating the value in every child.

• More community-based working to improve dialogue and maximise  
relationships that young people might have outside of school.

• Poverty proofing all schools, colleges, education settings.

• Increased engagement opportunities e.g. through food.

• Making attendance everyone’s business in the way that ‘safeguarding is 
everyone’s business’:-

• ‘Everyone’s a reservist – like the Swiss Army model’ – pastoral 
care threaded in all Job Descriptions, not just 2-3 people 
managing caseloads or having this in their Job Title in a 
school/college.

• To have a comprehensively trauma informed workforce Parental 
trust in the system is low .

• Transfer what’s working well in primary to secondary system.

• Get better together at identifying risk and investing in preventative 
solutions around persistent and severe absence.

“Every child needs an advocate.”

Who should 

change?

What should 

change?



Who else is working to tackle the issue?

Multi-agency partners 

working with children and 

families in Redcar & Cleveland

Education, Inclusion, 

Attendance, Welfare, CME, 

CiN, LAC, CP, Social Care, 

Virtual School, Police, Youth 

Justice, Probation, 

safeguarding partners, Early 

Help, Family Hubs, Youth 

Services

Gillian Keegan, 

Secretary of State for 

Education of the UK.  

HMG . DfE. National 

Inquiry Education Select 

Committee.

APPG? Cross-sector?

Schools, MATs, 

Colleges, Alternative 

Provision, other settings 

– residential children’s 

homes

Governors / Trustees?

The R&C School 

Attendance Network

EHE children?

Missing children?

The voluntary and 

community sector

Communities

Health Partners (e.g. 

CAMHS, GPs, nurses 

visiting schools and 

homes, other?)

National: The Children’s 

Commissioner

Local: Children’s and 

Family Services – multi-

agency professionals: 

Attendance Action 

Alliance (National)

Local? Tees Valley 

Attendance Alliance

R&C input?

Who is missing?

Peer support?

Champions?

Attendance Hubs



What’s not happening?
What are the gaps?

Plans that are put in place to support a child with their needs put in 
place by the local authority alongside the school are not always shared 
with all relevant teachers

“Then that child puts one foot out of line with a teacher that is unaware 
of their plan [for support] and the child is out again.’

“Needs an effective use of time to agree actions linked to an individual 
child or case when reviewed – needs more of an outcome focused 
assessment.”

Language and communication 

“Do we have a common language for the issue – that works for 
professionals, that works for each child?”

“Communication within the school is a real problem.”

Plans for child 

implemented well

Language and 

communication



What’s not happening?
What are the gaps?

There are relationship gaps in different parts of the system where they 
need to be stronger to motivate child / family to attend well

“Parents are not invited to meetings about their child. It should be 
‘Team Around the Family [TAF] with parents involved.”

Understanding the needs of the child/ren and family circumstance

“This is linked to the time needed and better understanding of whose 
role it is to open up an Early Help assessment.”

There is a lack of consistency in the multi-agency working – TAC, TAF, 
TAS?

Relationship centred 

practice

Parental 

involvement

Multi-agency 

working consistency



Problem Statement – Revisited (workshop 1, October 2023)
Too many children are absent from school limiting their education, welfare and life chances

Unauthorised and authorised persistent and severe absence is limiting the health, wellbeing, safety, and life 
chances of thousands of children and young people that could otherwise be attending a school, college or 
alternative education setting in Redcar & Cleveland. Data and intelligence suggests that the scale of persistent 
and severe absence is stubbornly high since the pandemic despite efforts to achieve pre-pandemic levels of 
attendance. In the short-term, the problem appears to be one of understanding how to reach, understand, 
motivate and support children and young people at risk of, or already persistently or severely absent to attend 
well; and in a way where they and their family will feel equipped to maintain good attendance thereafter.

The needs of those unable to attend well are often misunderstood or not known

Parents and family members of children that are not attending ‘well’ suggest that the needs of their child or 
their wider family context presents challenges that require extra effort – and that despite trying their best –
feel misunderstood or labelled with being lazy or feckless. Their lived experience is not yet at the heart of a 
system that could provide a ‘relationships first’ approach in preference to, or at very least alongside, the 
punitive levers available (fines and  legal proceedings) to incentivise good attendance.

The system to support good attendance is inconsistent and resources are limited to meet all needs

The system to support good attendance relies on the strengths of many individuals, families, communities and 
professionals. But it is inconsistent. There is a lack of understanding as to the reasons why some children, 
young people and their families are unable to attend well. Moreover, the time and space to create 
understanding, and trusting relationships  is limited by capacity constraints. Expectations for services and 
support in the Borough outstrip the resources required to meet the many needs of those unable to attend well, 
often for multiple reasons not just one factor.

Tackling the causes of absence not just the symptoms is a shared ambition – but it’s really difficult.

Tackling the causes, not just the symptoms, of poor attendance is the Borough’s ambition. And being able to 
work as a system that provides care, support and consistency will seek to support a ‘shift’ such that attending 
school, college or education more generally is something prized and valued. 

This draft statement 

was shared with the 

Group in November 

2023 to improve – 

see next 4 slides to 

see how our 

thinking evolved

‘There is an 

inconsistent 

attendance system 

where many needs 

are not being met.’



We evolved the problem statement 
at the 2nd workshop – we talked 
more about ‘the system’
• The system we desire and imagine for children and young people and families 

in R&C struggling to attend well at school or college is not yet the one that 
anyone wants including those delivering child-centred solutions, support and 
whole family working .

• There is a misalignment between needs, attitudes, expectations, support, 
capacity and capability to create the conditions where persistent and severe 
absence is eliminated within the Borough for the long-term. 

• The ability to work together to address the causes of absence seem too big 
and ‘wicked’, whilst burdens increase (for schools and local authorities) and 
financial and non-financial resources to affect change are stretched and 
challenged. 

• Meeting the individual needs of each of the 4,000 CYP persistently or severely 
absent each year in the Borough feels distant and whilst great effort is made 
to support those already in this situation, getting ahead of this – further 
upstream to prevent it happening to those CYP and families most at risk of 
following this trajectory is even more difficult.



We evolved the problem statement 
at the 2nd workshop – we talked 
more about ‘motivation’
• To encourage any individual to change the way they do things it is felt that 

three things need to be in place: a sense of purpose; the confidence to act 
and life circumstances that include more enabling conditions than barriers to 
act. 

• Michie’s ‘COM-B’ model meantime suggests that capability, opportunity and 
motivation are 3 interacting conditions for behaviour change

• Related to this theory, is the view that enduring change is unlikely to occur –
for an individual, a family, a school,  a service, a community or wider system –
unless there is the opportunity for and the act of self-determination – where 
a person feels motivated for themselves to do something – which requires 
competence, autonomy and belonging. 

• Being told to do something essentially, having to comply and conform, is less 
motivating than someone choosing to ascribe value to doing something for 
themselves without the need to be told. Intrinsic motivation is key.

Self-determination

What makes people 

feel motivated?

Competence: ‘If I 

feel competent and 

know I’m succeeding 

and achieving’; 

Autonomy: ‘If I feel I 

have voice, sense of 

control’ I feel more 

motivated; and 

Belonging: ‘If I fit 

here, have got 

relationships, am 

known, liked, and 
important



We evolved the problem statement 
at the 2nd workshop – we talked 
more about barriers
The removal of barriers is critical for this work.

Barriers can look different for every child that misses more than 10% (persistent), 
20% (chronic) or 50% (severe) of their education sessions.

Sometimes these barriers relate to very practical things linked to the timing and 
availability of health services and appointments for children missing education for 
this primary reason; whilst other barriers relate to subjective factors such as children 
or parents not feeling that going to school or college is important; or that their needs 
aren’t met; that they aren’t listened to or understood; or that they don’t feel safe 
near or in their educational setting (consider the statistics and therefore effects 
relating to bullying, fear of or exposure to serious and violent crime).

Barriers need to be removed alongside the child and family members in a consented 
and negotiated way not done to or for them otherwise the chances of them being 
able to do things for themselves with confidence in future will be more limited. The 
principles of ‘Good help’ may be helpful for framing this approach.

“When we do things 

to people it’s an act 

of violence. We want 

people to things for 

themselves.”



Problem Statement – Shorthand updated at the 2nd workshop

Attendance isn’t everyone’s business….yet.

Too many children are absent from school in Redcar & Cleveland limiting their 
education, welfare and life chances. The needs of those unable to attend well are 
often misunderstood or not known. Young people that are persistently or severely 

absent feel unheard and face barriers.

We need to help remove these barriers.

The role of parents, carers and family members is significant too. Their skills, attitudes 
and circumstances influence attendance behaviours with fewer opportunities for 

parallel learning though family hubs and services have evolved. Relationships have 
broken down between some parents and schools.   

We need to create environments where children want to go, where they feel safe, 
loved, content and motivated. There need to be more reasons to attend than not.

Tackling the causes of absence not just the symptoms is a shared ambition, but it’s 
difficult to do enough preventative and early intervention work. This makes it hard to 

identify and support those at risk of persistent or severe absence. 

The system we desire and imagine for children and young families in R&C struggling to 
attend well is imperfect. It is inconsistent and limited to meet all individual needs. It 

could be more modern and flexible. The system needs to look different.

Proposed for the 

Group to improve in 

November and 

consensus agreed 5th 

December 2023

‘There is an 

inconsistent 

attendance 

system where 

many needs are 

not being met.’







Step 2:
Target Groups: case studies

• Group exercise: review of 18 case studies about children who were 
previously severely or persistently absent in Redcar and Cleveland, but 
who turned things around to more stable attendance behaviours.

• Looking at each case study, the group was asked to identify some of 
the characteristics of these children / young people and family 
members whose experiences were also reflected in the case studies.



Target groups: case study characteristics
• Had experienced previous trauma

• Didn’t want to be at school

• Had been bullied at school

• Felt very high levels of anxiety

• Lacked language to describe their feelings

• Couldn’t fit in to any phase of education, couldn’t 
find the right learning environment

• Struggled with school work that was ‘too hard’

• Questioning sexuality and gender

• Non-conformists in their attitude / behaviour

• Felt uninformed about the future

• Angry

• Lacking trust

“Everyone hates me.”

• Informal young carer 

• Living with parents struggling with 
substance misuse (drugs, alcohol)

• Another young carer whose Mum had a 
permanent health condition

• Had been in the youth justice system

• Were transitioning from primary to 
secondary school 

• Child in Need

• Previous social care history

• Child struggling with drugs

• Child on an EHCP pathway 

• Transport issues to get to school

• Lacking an advocate



Step 2: Target Groups

• The Group was invited to list the characteristics of young people, 
from their personal or professional experience, had previously been 
severely or persistently absent or were at a higher risk of becoming 
more absent from their education.



Target groups: severe or persistent absence 

• Children of parents in prison

• Autistic children

• Children with SEND or on a support plan

• Single parent families

• Children with ill mental health

• Children with limiting or chronic health 
conditions e.g. asthma, epilepsy, diabetes

• Children whose parent/s have ill mental health

• Children in Need / those on a plan

• Child Protection / those on a plan

• Children in our care

• Young people suffering from bereavement

• Young people eligible for Free School Meals

• Young people living in poverty

• Children involved in substance misuse

• Intra-familial circumstances (exploitation)

• Extra-familial circumstances (harm)

• Children who have experienced trauma, violence, 
domestic abuse

• Children who have had adverse child experiences 
(ACE)

• Children whose parents are / have separated or 
divorced

• Children living with grandparents, carer, kinship; or 
experience sibling crisis

• Anxious-phobic children

• Those with ADHD (but don’t take their 
medication)

• Those with high medical needs but can only get 
appointments in the school day

• Children with undiagnosed needs

• Children that have multiple moves

• Children that don’t take up early years places



Step 2: Target Groups
The Group agreed at the 2nd workshop (7th November) that, on moral 
grounds, all groups described here would have to be considered for any joint 
action in future. ‘Attendance is for every child every day’. 

1. Children that are severely absent or at risk of becoming severely absent 
in the next 3 years (c400 CYP per annum estimate only).

2. Children that are persistently absent (c3,600 CYP per annum estimate 
only but this market could grow without further intervention).

3. Children that are ‘chronically absent’ – defined by one school head in 
the Group as missing 20% of sessions.

4. Children that are at risk of becoming persistently absent between 2024 
and 2026.

They also agreed that there would be a preference towards more learning 
how to do preventative, early risk identification and intervention 

work as a result of this joint effort in the coming years.

Please refer to the 

slides from Amanda 

about attendance 

rates in the Borough

Data and 

Intelligence & Lived 

Experience 

workstream groups 

are in place to 

support 

understanding of 

each ‘segment’



What could the goal be for all this 
work between January 2024 and 
end December 2026?



What could the goal be for all this 
work between January 2024 and 
end December 2026?



What could the goal be for all this 
work between January 2024 and 
end December 2026?



We sought to harmonise our ideas into a single goal at the second 
workshop, but it was still difficult! There were plenty of ingredients:

✓ A better system with positive characteristics e.g.
- where all staff and their practice is trauma-informed
- where relationships were caring, levelled, trusted and unbroken, 
- where parents and families feel supported
- where all CYP can engage and participate (not just attend)
- where children could feel joy and learn to (love to) learn
- where individual needs are met to help each child reach their own 
potential  and where children feel inspired and supported 
✓ A connected system where the right people are n the right places 
doing the right things and offers / support / help is coherent around 
each child, young person and family; with an associated goal to 
understand what the gaps are so we would know how to fill them 
with greater confidence

✓ Adaptable environments where CYP are motivated to learn not 
just to attend
✓ A Borough that offers successful opportunities where CYP can 
reach their full potential (taking the word ‘attendance’ out of the goal 
completely suggested one group)

But were we being realistic with the timeframe? And were these 
goals actually other things…descriptions of an ideal system or state? 
Were some of these change mechanisms?

Whilst all suggestions feel relevant some feel like they would take 
much longer than 3 years to achieve. So how to organise all of this?

At the 2nd workshop we described an ideal system. 

This was presented and affirmed at the 3rd 

workshop in December 2023 – see next slide

At the 3rd workshop we were able to agree a 

short-, medium- and long-term goal. 

See slides following the next one.





Short-term goal (to end 2026)

We will seek to learn together how to prevent 
the risks, and reverse the levels, of persistent 

and severe absence by children and young 
people in Redcar and Cleveland by the end of 
2026 compared to the prevailing situation in 

2023.

Consensus achieved 

by the ToC Group 

5th December 2023

This goal needs to 

be shared wider and 

drive collaborative 

action between 

2024 and 2026.



Short-term goal (to end 2026)

Associated goals

• Seek to connect the system in a way that works better around 
each child’s individual needs in order that they are more 
motivated, supported and equipped to attend and learn well.

• Develop relationship-centred and trauma-informed practices 
across the Borough that work around each child, whole family and 
in each education setting such that meaningful adjustments are 
made that lead to not only better attendance, but opportunities to 
succeed and learn.

• Test and learn how to eliminate barriers to attendance in at least 
one geographical place (self-defining communities) within the 
Borough to demonstrate what is possible to achieve from 
encouraging a more connected system where attendance is 
everyone’s business in that place. 

Consensus achieved 

by the ToC Group 

5th December 2023

These associated 

goals need to be 

shared wider and 

drive collaborative 

action between 

2024 and 2026.



Impacts if we pursue this goal together?

• The negative consequences of persistent and severe absence are avoided 
for a greater number of children and young people. 

• Instead, their trajectories are replaced by a higher likelihood of longer 
term, positive life chances. Those who are motivated and supported to 
attend well, will engage and learn to their full potential for a greater 
proportion of their years in formal education.

• Child-centred solutions and whole family working models of practice will 
have evolved providing practical exemplars of how more preventative 
and early intervention activity is possible in future. 

• If successful, the systems-based learning and activities from the 
suggested place-based approach between 2024 and 2026 could provide 
know-how and good practice to share, replicate and upscale across the 
Borough appropriately. 

Consensus achieved 

by the ToC Group 

5th December 2023



Step 3: Impact (continued)

• We explored impact at workshop 2 through the lens of:

• Children and young people i.e., what enduring change would 
ideally happen for a child who was at risk of, or already classified as 
persistently or severely absent, but then turns that situation around? 
What could they do for themselves in future in the absence of 
continued intervention to the level that might be needed initially to 
support them into being able to attend well?

• Their families, parents, carers i.e., what enduring change would 
ideally happen for them once they had been involved in, and 
supported to help their child attend well? What could they do for 
themselves after initial interventions are provided by ‘the system’?

• These ideas came from the group.



Longer-term impacts – the changes that endure for children and young people having been involved in and supported to 

attend well at school, college or learning setting

Mindset
• Proud of self

• Able to recognise 

personal achievement

• Value education and 

learning

• Able to trust others

• More tolerant

• Positive outlook

.

Increased resilience
• More likely to try new 

things in future

• Stronger networks and 

social skills

• More likely to know 

where to go, and ask, 

for help

• More able to feel and 

achieve independence

Better ‘success’ in life
• Academic success

• Vocational success

• Able to better connect 

with their aspirations

Contributing to:

• Progression post-16

• Social success

• Employment 

opportunity

• Career success

Happier and healthier
• Choosing to attend ‘well’ (school, 

health, medical appointments)

• Better mental and physical health 

including self-care routines

• Self-confidence and self-worth

• Thriving or flourishing

Assumes barriers have 

been eliminated for the 

long-term too e.g., 

bullying, unmet social and 

emotional needs and 

access to specialist 

support



Longer-term impacts – the changes that endure for parents, carers and family members having been involved in 

supporting their child attend well at school, college or learning setting

Mindset
Values the benefits of 

education for their child

More likely to engage with 

and trust others in ‘the 

system’ (education, health, 

social care, others)

Skills to support child 

and self in future
• Social skills

• Relationship skills

• Communication skills

• Agency 

• Know where to go, and ask, 

for help and support

Increased resilience 

to manage challenges 

in life

Contributing to:

• Reduced risks of mental 

ill health

• Reduced joblessness or 

more job success

Happier and healthier
• Value themselves more

• Better mental health 

• Improved wellbeing

• Able to spend more quality time 

with child

Assumes barriers have been 

eliminated for the long-term 

too e.g., support to meet 

child’s needs, support for 

mental ill-health or other 

limiting, adverse conditions



Step 4: Outcomes
Step 7: Sequencing
Step 8: Diagram

• We tackled these 3 steps together. 

• Firstly, we explored outcomes at workshop 2 through the lens of:

• Children and young people. 

• Their families, parents, carers.

• Having discussed the problem(s) and potential goals for any work together between 2023 and 2026 
at length, 3 groups spent time developing ‘outcome journeys’ for each audience above noting that in 
some instances the outcomes for a child and their family member were often the same.

• To support this work, each group also had a number of real-life case studies (c20 were shared 
amongst the participants) about children, young people and families either at risk of or who had 
been persistently or severely absent and had managed to turn that situation around. This meant each 
group could connect with real stories of young people in the Borough and become outcomes 
detectives, spotting the different changes that appeared to be important in moving from one 
situation to another, gradually over time.

• Having listed all the outcomes from the case studies, the groups started to map out the journeys of 
change, summarised by the facilitator on the next slide as a working draft that was improved and 
then approved at the final workshop in December 2023.

• A draft sequenced visual diagram was created as a consequence – see next slide.

• As well as agreeing that the ‘Project’ would focus on outcomes for children, young people and 
families, the ToC Group recognised that other stakeholders would benefit as well from playing an 
active role in supporting good attendance. 

Acting as ‘outcomes 
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By actively supporting good attendance others in the system benefit too 

including schools, colleges, learning settings, professional services, 

organisations, the voluntary sector, local communities and the state.



Step 4: Outcomes
Step 7: Sequencing
Step 8: Diagram

• We tackled these 3 steps together. 

• As well as agreeing that the ‘Project’ or system-change approach would focus on 
outcomes for children, young people and families, the ToC Group recognised that 
other stakeholders would benefit as well from playing an active role in supporting 
good attendance. 

• At the December 2023 workshop we therefore explored what outcomes / 
benefits might arise for these stakeholders by being an active part of supporting 
the desired outcomes already identified for children, young people and families:

• Schools, colleges and learning settings

• Professional services and organisations

• Communities including the voluntary sector

• We found that reciprocal benefits are achieved in a system that is working well and 
that makes attendance everyone’s business.

• We plotted these outcomes in two ways i) embedded into the CYP and family 
outcomes visual to provide a comprehensive ToC graphic and ii) as a ‘system’ 
diagram to complement the earlier work of the ToC group so we could ultimately 
see what an ideal system looks like for all stakeholders (see slide after next).

Please see next 

slide for the ‘final’ 

and detailed Theory 

of Change visual 

diagram which 

includes a colour 

coded key at the 

bottom of the 

illustration.
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Step 6: Change Mechanisms
How will our activities cause the outcomes we want to see? 

• The mechanisms stage is where we describe how we want people to engage with our 
activities, or experience them, to make outcomes more likely. 

• This can be as simple as stating that people need to listen to our advice to make a 
change, but it can be more subtle - that they need to feel our advice is relevant to 
them and believe it is something they can take action on. 

• Defining mechanisms can be one of the hardest parts of the process, but it is also the 
most useful. In this step we are getting to the heart of how our work is intended to 
achieve change. 

• Prompts to get people to think about mechanisms include: 

1. What do you want people in our target group to be thinking, feeling or doing 
whilst they are experiencing our service or campaign?

2. Think about things like feeling safe, trusting staff, having fun, feeling listened to, 
feeling supported, starting to think about things differently, feeling motivated. All of 
these are mechanisms. 

3. How will we be able to tell whether things are working as planned, whilst it is 
happening? 

4. It can help to look at different outcomes in turn. Take a single outcome and 
consider what will need to happen, or how we want people to feel during our 
activities to trigger this outcome for people. 

5. In a campaigning context, think of mechanisms as the ‘messages’ that we want our 
stakeholders to get or take from our work.

The group agreed 

with most of the 

change mechanisms 

in the guidance 

from NPC but also 

identified some 

others – illustrated 

on the next slide.

We asked ourselves 

‘if any of these 

mechanisms weren’t 

there, would the 

outcomes be less 

likely to happen?’
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Step 9: 
Stakeholders and enabling factors

• We started to explore other stakeholders involved – or that need to 
be involved – to make attendance everyone’s business in the first 
workshop.

• See slide 18 – ‘Who else is working to tackle the issue?’

• We may choose to spend more time thinking about how to develop 
strong alliances and co-operation for the suggested place-based 
approach between 2024 and 2026 – making the most of the work 
done to date through the 3 workstreams initiated in 2023:

• Data and intelligence (about the ‘place)

• Lived experience (of children, young people and families in the 
place)

• System and services (that are in or could play a part in the place)

A critical partner in any 

work agreed between 2023 

and 2026 will be Public 

Health as ‘health’ is the 

largest single reason for 

persistent absence, and it is 

important to work hard to 

understand and then 

eliminate barriers linked to 

this intelligence.

It will also be important to 

‘mirror’ the work of the 

national Attendance Action 

Alliance at a local level in a 

visible, coherent way.



Step 5: Activities
• We chose to complete Step 5 ‘last’ in the process as it required more 

lead time to research the evidence before the last workshop.

• Several solutions were considered at the 3rd and final ToC workshop 
in December 2023. The NPC Ten Steps Guidance suggested these 
considerations.

The facilitator (Alan from 

Skyblue) has created a ‘list’ 

of possible activities and 

solutions from the desk 

research and evidence 

review stages of the Project 

and incorporated any 

suggestions made by 

partners during the year at 

the 13 different workshops 

that have been delivered.

It will be important to 

spend more time looking at 

these interventions and 

their efficacy in 2024 to 

help decide on where 

energy is best spent to 

make the biggest difference 

linked to the problem 

statement and agreed goal.



Solutions – a new approach?
• The principle of selecting interventions or activities that would 

associate with the desired outcomes for children, young people and 
families was firmly established by the group – but will need consistent 
and disciplined practice in future gatherings.

• Too often activities or services evolve over time that were once ‘right’ 
but then establish themselves as a status quo that is much harder to 
challenge when things change. By being focused on the outcomes it 
provides a mind-set to question and challenge the way things are done 
to best effect. 

• The theory of change outcomes diagram for children, young people 
and families along with the two ‘system visuals’ in this pack can be 
leaned upon by partners to see if and how solutions, activities or 
proposed interventions are more likely to support the changes 
desired in the Borough.

• For each solution considered it is also helpful to use the ‘change 
mechanisms’ visual like a kind of checklist to see if it has those 
important ingredients making the desired changes much more likely 
for children, young people and their families.

“We’ve all got to be 

prepared to work 

differently in ways 

that are 

uncomfortable.”



The ToC Group proposed these solutions, but there 
are many more to consider and understand yet…

1: A place-based pilot to test, learn and trial a 
co-ordinated range of solutions in and with those 
communities around reducing the risk of and actual 
persistent and severe attendance. 

2: Mentoring was seen as an important – but 
lacking intervention solution – in the Borough. An 
audit of existing and desired mentoring activity 
would be a good starting point alongside a review 
of coaching solutions.

3: Effective “Team around…” models in the 
Borough to see what’s the current practice and 
what could be even better for ‘Team around the 
child / family / school’ approaches embedded with 
relationship centred and trauma informed 
practices. Learn from the Alternative 
Provision Specialist Taskforce pilots too. 
Strong leadership and accountability is necessary for 
these to work better in future.

4: Maximising the opportunities of 
Attendance Hubs to improve effective 
practice in schools / colleges / learning 
settings. 

5: Developing and implementing effective 
communication and engagement 
strategy and tactics.

6: New ways of working around children and 
young people accessing different services to 
meet their needs so they aren’t stepped 
down or their case is closed when their 
attendance is still an issue. This addresses 
issues and barriers linked to service 
thresholds and caseload management 
between services and professionals.

7: Joyful activity including cultural 
participation to encourage a greater sense 
of belonging by mor children that are at risk 
of, or are persistently or severely absent.



The ToC Group proposed these solutions, but there 
are many more to consider and understand yet…

1: There was strong support for a place-based pilot or a pilot in two 
different areas in the Borough if it can be afforded - to test, learn and trial a 
co-ordinated range of solutions in and with those communities around 
reducing the risk of and actual persistent and severe attendance. This 
would cohere the system in a geographically focused way to see what is 
possible for future upscaling. 2024 would be a chance to work on the 
foundations for any such pilot.

2: Mentoring was seen as an important – but lacking intervention 
solution – in the Borough. There are different types of mentoring that are 
of interest from the Barnardo’s Attendance Mentor pilot in Middlesbrough 
to social and emotionally based mentoring models evaluated by the 
Centre for Youth Impact to mentors from businesses and organisations 
(corporate volunteering / STEM mentoring examples were mentioned). 
Anglo American and the Woodsmith Foundation are also investing in 
some mentors for disadvantaged students in two secondary schools in the 
Borough as part of a pilot to 2025.

An audit of existing and desired mentoring activity would be a good 
starting point alongside a rapid review of the evidence of mentoring 
efficacy (e.g., by DfE, EEF) and cost per pupil intervention estimation were 
something more proactive around mentoring to be mounted over time in 
the Borough. 

Associated with this, but recognising the difference to mentoring, was a 
proposal to explore coaching solutions too in the Borough.

3: “Team around…” models

This discussion revealed a lot of interest, experience and desire 
to make changes that would really work for children, young 
people, families and schools, colleges & learning settings.

Describing the different models as they are or could be would 
attract significant interest not only amongst professional services 
but all stakeholders. Old models that worked well alongside the 
best parts of the existing models and perhaps surprising hybrid 
models will likely emerge for:

• Team around the child

• Team around the family

• Team around the school [college/learning setting]

The contexts for providing ‘relationship first’ and trauma 
informed support in each of the models above (as standard) 
may also differ. Some might be in school/college, close by to that 
education setting (like we see in some of the current Alternative 
Provision Specialist Taskforce pilots), whilst others might be 
based on an outreach model going where the CYP and parents of 
PA/SA children feel most trust and familiarity whether in family 
hubs, health or community settings. 

The importance of leadership, accountability within each 
education setting - and the role of the lead practitioner in the 
context of case management - was also emphasised for any of 
these model to work.



The ToC Group proposed these solutions, but there 
are many more to consider and understand yet

4: Attendance Hubs

Sharing good attendance practice amongst 
schools

There was interest in ensuring that all education 
and learning settings benefit from the ambitions, 
resources and solutions being enabled via 
Attendance Hubs. There are two Attendance Hubs 
in proximity of Redcar & Cleveland, but it is unclear 
if RCBC schools are connected in a meaningful way 
with them yet – or whether there are new 
opportunities from the DfE’s latest call for schools 
to register to join an Attendance Hub – applications 
have to be in by 15th January 2024 with decisions 
available in Spring 2024.

Expectations for schools joining attendance hubs 
(publishing.service.gov.uk)

Also listed in the application for this opportunity are useful links 
and resources including published guidance and effective practice 
resources to support schools in managing attendance.

1. Our latest attendance guidance which sets out 
expectations for schools, trusts and local authorities. 

2. A number of webinars focussed on effective attendance 
practice for schools, trusts and local authorities. 

3. An attendance data dashboard showing data at a national, 
regional and local authority level which is updated on a 
fortnightly basis. 

4. Guidance from the National Health Service about where 
illness might affect a pupil’s attendance at school. 

5. A guide from the behavioural insights team focussed on 
supporting schools who send messages to parents. 

6. Supplementary guidance for schools and local authorities 
related to mental health and attendance. 

7. A rapid evidence review of attendance interventions from 
the Education Endowment Foundation website. 

8. A number of written case studies where schools share 
their techniques for managing attendance, using text 
messages to remind parents of their child’s attendance, and 
working with the community to tackle the root causes of 
absence.

https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=yXfS-grGoU2187O4s0qC-Zob-R8HV1hDho5DXv9-5uFUQ040MlgzMkkyVTg1ODE3SURNSFU0T1RNQi4u
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6569af115936bb000d31682f/Expectations_for_schools_joining_attendance_hubs.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6569af115936bb000d31682f/Expectations_for_schools_joining_attendance_hubs.pdf


The ToC Group proposed these solutions, but there 
are many more to consider and understand yet
5: Communication and engagement strategy and tactics

Throughout the ‘Making Attendance Everyone’s Business’ Project in 2023, 
where 104 people have engaged 222 times either at a workshop, in a virtual 
meeting, small group or 1-2-1 interview the themes of communication and 
engagement have been consistently present. Ideas differ around:

• What should this look like?

• What messaging is involved by whom to whom?

• What language is used in each context / domain / audience to be effective?

• How best to communicate with parents as part of relationship building?

• How to reach severely absent children ‘where they are’?

• How to communicate in a relatable way with children that are persistently 
absent, on the cusp of becoming persistently absent or have ‘high risk’ 
characteristics – most agree that youth voice and lived experience is more 
important here than messaging by professional adults so how is that enabled 
in new or inspiring ways in the Borough? [there are examples]

And Educational Psychologists supportive of this whole process have been able 
to provide fascinating insights about the different ways of exploring motivation 
and self-determination which could help some of the communication and 
engagement activity that will need to happen. It means looking at ‘push’ and 
‘pull’ framing. DfE and the Behavioural Insights Team meantime and the EEF and 
YEF are active in the field of parental communication and engagement which we 
can usefully learn from and apply alongside toolkits identified in Scotland.

But who can pull all of this together and / or co-ordinate the 
different strands of communication that would be possible across 
the system partners?

6: Removing barriers in the system

Though not a solution per se, the theme above would give rise to a 
range of activities and interventions that are either new or serve as a 
catalyst to provide services and support more effectively for the 
children, young people and families that are the focus for this work.

New opportunities – caseload management

The Care Review provides an opportunity to think about how 
different professionals in the system provide support differently in 
future linked to Family Help Teams, the role of Early Help Multi 
Agency Teams working with CPY and families (who could hold 
Children in Need cases and appropriate supervision). 

More generally, opportunities for recognising the way things are done 
currently around closing down cases and step-down could be 
improved through joint working across different teams ‘around the 
child and family’. It involves lots of professionals, the vulnerable adult 
team, child services, social workers and those listed above. But the 
sense in the room was ‘Let’s try it!’

The benefits for this more relationship-centred practice would emerge 
from the new ways of working and potentially support more children, 
young people and families at risk of or experiencing persistent or 
severe absence from school in ways that perhaps existing service 
threshold configurations limit.

7: Joyful activity – cultural participation

To encourage engagement and give more reasons to come to school 
than not attend, one member of the group had revied EEF evidence 
around extra-curricular activity and cultural participation. How 
prevalent is this across the education settings in the Borough, could it 
be boosted by working as a system making use of all possible 
community as well as school assets?















Step 10: Assumptions
We will identify where our theory of change is weak, untested or uncertain. 

To identify assumptions, we need to put ourselves in the position of our fiercest critic. 

How would they pick holes in our approach? What would they question, doubt, or 
challenge? 

10a: Delivery assumptions 

• 1. What aspects of our approach are we worried about? 

• 2. Can we really reach the people we need to reach? Who are we worried about 
engaging? 

• 3. Can we really deliver what we say we can? What are the chief concerns? 

• 4. Does our workforce have the right skills and abilities? Do they have the resources 
and support they need? 

• 5. Do we have the resources we need? How can we get them if not? 

10b: Impact assumptions 

• 1. What fundamental aspects of our theory of change are questionable? 

• 2. Is our model really going to make a difference? Does it seem plausible that we will 
contribute to the outcomes we want through the activities, outputs and engagement we 
have described? What are our biggest ‘leaps of faith’.

• 3. What types of people is our theory of change most likely to work for? Who will it 
not work for? 

• 4. What does the external evidence say about the links and connections in our theory 
of change? To what extent does the evidence support what you are saying? Where are 
the gaps in the evidence?

This step should be 

completed in 2024 as the 

ToC is socialised more 

widely across the Borough 

and improved accordingly.

Stress-testing our theory of 

change. 

Do we really believe in it? 

Do we really think it can 

make a difference?



Useful resources

The National Inquiry (Education Committee)

• Persistent absence and support for disadvantaged pupils - Committees -
UK Parliament

• The final report, 27th September 2023, worth a read to get a feel for 
recommendations being made to the Government. It’s the one called 
‘Seventh Report - Persistent absence and support for disadvantaged 
pupils’ found here:

• Persistent absence and support for disadvantaged pupils - Committees -
UK Parliament

Childrens Commissioner – amazing resources to help understand the topic 
of attendance, child and family perspectives, a 6-point plan as well as 
practical suggestions for a way forward 

Attendance is everyone's business | Children's Commissioner for England 
(childrenscommissioner.gov.uk)

This report published in February 2023 is a must-read if you get chance: cc-
response-to-persistent-absence-inquiry.pdf (childrenscommissioner.gov.uk)
and check out the infographic on page 6 – really helps to simplify things.

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/publications/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/publications/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/attendance-is-everyones-business/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/attendance-is-everyones-business/
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2023/02/cc-response-to-persistent-absence-inquiry.pdf
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2023/02/cc-response-to-persistent-absence-inquiry.pdf


Useful resources – DfE Updates
• Action for schools: Promote strong attendance throughout the 

autumn term

• As we approach winter it is a good time to reshare resources for parents on 
key attendance practices such as Is my child too ill for school? and the Chief 
Medical Officer’s letter to schools, which aid in making judgements about mild 
illness.

• There is also guidance on how to seek support with attendance challenges, 
and good practice examples.

• Schools can use our recently published toolkit for communicating with 
families to support attendance. This can help set high standards for 
attendance, ensuring children miss as little school as possible and is a helpful 
resource to respond to early patterns of absence in children.

• Targeting support to children who have been absent is a key part of an 
effective strategy. Research by FFT shows pupils absent during the first week 
of term were up to 58% more likely to become persistently absent.

Attendance HUB -

Northern Education 

Trust

RT-MAT is also a 

recently announced 

Attendance Hub – 

watch out for news 

and resources

Thousands more 

pupils to receive 

support to improve 

attendance -

GOV.UK 

(www.gov.uk)

https://lnks.gd/l/eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJidWxsZXRpbl9saW5rX2lkIjoxMDYsInVyaSI6ImJwMjpjbGljayIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vd3d3Lm5ocy51ay9saXZlLXdlbGwvaXMtbXktY2hpbGQtdG9vLWlsbC1mb3Itc2Nob29sLz91dG1fbWVkaXVtPWVtYWlsJnV0bV9zb3VyY2U9Z292ZGVsaXZlcnkiLCJidWxsZXRpbl9pZCI6IjIwMjMxMDE4Ljg0MjI5MDcxIn0.gEWt2-1RA-soflzrnCF_qODyTZnNKnwbSeckRa_xwp4/s/3047478467/br/228480267470-l
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Next steps

Redcar & Cleveland Borough Council, who have been leading this 
work in 2023, with funding support from Anglo American and the 
Woodsmith Foundation will be continuing to develop the  
foundational work that has been achieved in 2023.

There will be a range of opportunities for anyone who wishes to stay 
engaged or get involved for the first time throughout 2024 and 2025. 
Please watch out for and choose to stay in contact with us so we can 
build on the excellent work that has already been started together.

A plan is being developed based on the Theory of Change work and 
all the activities that preceded this. We appreciate all the 
contributions of 104 people at 13 workshops during 2023 across the 
system that are making this work possible, and getting us closer and 
closer to the ideal of ‘Making Attendance Everyone’s Business.’
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