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The Attendance and Wellbeing Project has shown that when children stop attending school, the absence is 
rarely the whole story. 

Behind the attendance mark were children experiencing anxiety, neurodivergence, trauma, sensory 
overwhelm, peer difficulties, family stress, unmet SEND needs, fractured trust with school and long waits 
for the right support. Behind those children were parents and carers who were often exhausted, blamed, 
frightened and trying to hold together complex situations across education, health, family life and stretched 
services. 

This project worked because partners looked beneath the absence and responded to the need underneath. 

The strongest learning is clear: attendance improves most safely when children feel safer, parents feel heard, 
schools understand the barriers, and support is joined up around the whole family. 

The partnership model was central. Partners held the parent and family context, supporting families to 
prepare for meetings, navigate systems, understand options, advocate for reasonable adjustments and stay 
engaged when trust had been damaged. Alongside this was support for the young person including creative 
therapy, neurodivergence-informed support, Forest School, and media based engagement. 

   Together, this created a more rounded response than any single service could have delivered alone. 

Belonging was a key part of the projects learning. Attendance is not only about being physically present, it’s 
about whether a child feels safe, connected, and able to participate. Progress looked different for different 
children. Some increased their attendance. Some came into school for part of the day. Some attended Forest 
School, mentoring, tutoring, welfare checks, exams or school trips. Some began speaking to trusted adults, 
reconnecting with peers or opening up through therapeutic work. For some children, the first sign of progress 
was not a percentage. It was confidence, calm, connection or hope. 

School feedback reinforced the value of the model, describing stronger multi-agency working, increased 
access to therapeutic support, improved wellbeing and engagement and an essential additional layer of 
support for families. 

The project also exposed the barriers that continue to hold children and families back. Too many referrals 
arrived when difficulties were already entrenched. SEND evidence delays, Section 19 delays, CAMHS thresholds, 
limited alternative provision, pressure around fines, delays in specialist placements and limited school 
capacity all affected progress. In some cases, families moved to elective home education not because it was 
their preferred choice, but because pressure and lack of suitable provision left them with no realistic route 
forward. 

The project’s legacy is not only the families supported directly. Its wider value lies in the learning now being 
shared through transition resources, partner learning and established relationships, school feedback, county-
wide dissemination, leadership briefings, the attendance conference and ongoing conversations about 
emotionally based non-school attendance in Devon. 

 

FAMILY MINDS PARTNERSHIP
Attendance & Wellbeing Project
2025 - 2026

Executive Summary

If Devon wants to improve attendance without harming wellbeing, it must look beneath 
the attendance data, listen to children and families earlier, and build support around the 
real barriers, not just the absence. 
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The Attendance and Wellbeing Project was developed to support children and young people 
whose attendance difficulties were linked to emotional wellbeing, family context, SEND, anxiety, 
trauma, school relationships and wider need. 

The project brought together the Family Minds Partnership to provide a coordinated response around 
children, families and schools. It combined parent support, child-focused wellbeing work, therapeutic input, 
school liaison, family support and practical system navigation. 

The early phase of the project focused on establishing delivery, embedding ATTEND conversations and 
creating a consistent process across partners. As delivery developed, the work became a live test of 
what happens when attendance is treated as a wellbeing, family and system issue, rather than a school 
compliance issue. 

The project was also grounded in the voice of families, young people, and experts by experience.

The families supported were often already involved with several services. These included:

For many parents, the issue was not simply that they needed support. It was that support was fragmented, 
slow or difficult to understand. Families were often trying to manage repeated meetings, unclear processes, 
delayed decisions and pressure around attendance, while also holding their child’s distress at home. 

The project helped families move through that complexity. It also showed where the system needs to change. 

Project Overview

Schools Early Help Social Care SEND Services CAMHS

MHSTDIAS Advisory Teachers Paediatric Services Family Hub

VCSE Organisations

The Voices Behind the Project
The project amplified the voices of children, young people, parents, carers, schools and 
partners. 

In attendance work, voice is not an add-on. It is essential. 

Children’s voices were not always expressed through neat conversations. Sometimes they were heard 
through distress, avoidance, shutdown, masking, art, outdoor learning, gradual engagement, or the 
confidence to speak to a trusted adult. 

Parents’ voices brought vital understanding of what was happening beyond the school gate: sleep, anxiety, 
sensory needs, peer difficulties, family stress, masking, trauma, SEND delays and the impact of previous 
school experiences. 
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Partner Contribution to the model

Parental Minds Central triage, parent support, advocacy, coaching, meeting preparation 
and accompaniment, school liaison, system navigation and continuity 
across the project. This included helping parents prepare for and attend 
meetings, understand processes, ask for reasonable adjustments, navigate 
Section 19 and EHCP routes, and stay engaged when trust had been 
damaged.

Heads Up One-to-one and group wellbeing support for children and young people, 
supporting emotional literacy, confidence, coping strategies, trusted 
relationships and child-centred engagement.

Youth Arts and Health Trust / 
Progressions 

Creative therapy support, helping young people explore feelings, identity, 
anxiety, school avoidance and self-advocacy through arts, drama and 
movement therapy.

Calmer Lives Neurodivergence-informed support with children, young people and 
families, helping build understanding, strategies and confidence where 
neurodivergence, anxiety or dysregulation were significant factors.

YMCA Forest School A lower-demand, relational and practical route into engagement. Case 
evidence and school discussions show Forest School has been a key route to 
connection for young people where classroom-based engagement felt too 
difficult.

Sound Communities Creative digital and media-based engagement for young people who may 
respond better to non-traditional support, including podcasting, radio, film-
making, DJing, digital art and animation.

Schools’ voices showed both the impact and the challenge. Schools shared that therapeutic support, Forest 
School, trusted adults, phased plans and parent support helped young people feel safer, more connected 
and more able to engage. They also highlighted the reality that schools cannot hold this level of complexity 
alone. 

Partners’ voices showed the value of working together. No single organisation could hold the whole story. The 
impact came from bringing different perspectives together around the child and family. 

The strength of the project was the mix of partners. Each organisation brought a different part of the picture. 
Together, the partnership was able to respond to the child, the parent, the school and the wider family 
context. 

Partners and their Roles

The strength of the project was that it brought these voices together. It helped connect the child’s distress, 
the parent’s experience, the school’s reality and the partner contribution into a fuller picture. 

That is where the clearest learning emerged.
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Family Resource & wider 
partners

Support around post-separation conflict, family relationships, parenting 
confidence, neurodivergence and wider stressors that affect a child’s ability 
to attend.

The model worked best when partners were not delivering separate pieces of work in isolation, but building 
one shared understanding of the child and family. For many families, this was the first time the whole picture 
had been held together. 

The project also benefited from a wider circle of partners who were not all funded delivery partners, but 
who joined regular conversations, contributed insight and helped connect the learning into wider systems. 
This included colleagues linked to Family Hubs, schools, restorative justice, SEND, the wider Family Minds 
Partnership, Meeting of Minds and county-wide support services. Their involvement helped ensure the project 
was not only responding to individual families, but also sharing learning through wider networks across 
Devon.

Who We Worked With
The project supported families facing a high level of complexity. 

Children and young people ranged from Year 3 to Year 11, with the highest numbers in Years 8, 9 and 10. 
Attendance difficulties in this cohort were rarely simple. They were often linked to anxiety, neurodivergence, 
trauma, sleep difficulties, family conflict, bereavement, poverty, parental health, domestic abuse, child-to-
parent abuse, SEND delays, peer difficulties, exclusion, rural isolation and system fatigue. 

Health inequalities data confirms the level of need. Of families where full data was recorded: 

were experiencing low income. 

Many children were trying to attend school while carrying significant emotional, social, health and family 
pressures. Many parents were trying to support attendance while also managing poverty, trauma, domestic 
abuse, bereavement, SEND processes, mental health needs and practical barriers. 

This was not a cohort of families simply needing a reminder about attendance. These were families living with 
overlapping disadvantage. Their children’s absence was often a signal that too much had gone unmet for 
too long. 

involved a child or young person with a learning disability or autism. 73%

53%

involved a child with recorded mental health needs. 83%

included a young carer. 20%

showed multi-morbidities within the family. 17%
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As the project developed, it became clear that many children and young people were being referred late, 
when non-attendance was already entrenched and trust had already broken down. This changed the nature 
of the work. The project was not simply offering support and expecting families to take it up. It was often trying 
to rebuild enough trust, safety and confidence for support to become possible.

Key outcomes achieved in this delivery period 

Children and young people will be re-engaged in education, without 
detriment to their wellbeing 
The project has shown that children re-engage best when the starting point is safety, not pressure. 

For many of the children and young people supported, the first step was not a full return to school. It was 
something smaller but still significant: getting up at a school-day time, putting on uniform, attending a 
welfare check, meeting a trusted adult, going to Forest School, accessing tutoring, joining online support, 
sitting an exam or staying in school for part of a morning. 

These steps may look small on paper. For some children, they were huge. 

Many had reached a point where school felt unsafe, overwhelming or impossible. In that context, progress 
cannot only be measured by full-time attendance. It has to be measured by movement towards safe and 
manageable access to education. 

Partnership working was central to this. In many cases, re-engagement only became possible when 
therapeutic support, school planning, parent support and wider family intervention were held together. 

Outcomes for children, young people and families 

One secondary-aged young person had stopped attending school following significant anxiety, family 
disruption and a loss of trust. At the start of support, even brief contact with school felt difficult. The 
reintegration plan began with very small steps: short welfare checks, carefully paced contact with trusted 
school staff and time-limited expectations. At first, the goal was simply to be on the school site and leave 
again safely. 

Progress was possible because support around the family was joined up. Parental Minds supported the 
parent, helped hold communication with school and contributed to planning around attendance and 
wellbeing. The school developed a carefully paced reintegration plan. Youth Arts and Health Trust provided 
creative therapeutic support for the young person, while Exeter Community Initiatives supported the wider 
family context, including post-separation conflict, coercive control and parenting confidence. 

This mattered because the young person’s attendance was not just about school. It was linked to anxiety, 
family stress, parental confidence and the need for school to move at a pace that felt safe. Separate TAF 
processes also helped reduce pressure between parents, making meetings more productive and keeping the 
focus on the child’s needs.
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By the end of the project, school feedback confirmed that the young person had been attending every day for 
three weeks and was very close to meeting the three-hour daily expectation set by the attendance officer. 
This case shows what good re-engagement can look like. It was not driven by pressure but built through trust, 
pacing, wider family support and a shared understanding of what the child and family needed. 

Another secondary-aged young person, diagnosed with autism, had struggled with attendance since primary 
school. Although adjustments had been made in school, they were not enough to help her feel comfortable or 
able to cope. She was frightened of being told off or singled out and often masked her distress until she could 
no longer manage it. 

With sustained support and advocacy, Section 19 provision was approved. However, the agreed face-to-
face mentoring package was not delivered for several months. During this time, the young person remained 
without a suitable education offer and the situation had to be escalated as a safeguarding concern. 

Once provision was finally in place, she engaged well and developed a positive relationship with her mentor. 
This case shows both the power of the right provision and the harm caused when support is agreed but not 
delivered. Delay does not simply pause progress. It deepens isolation, increases family distress and makes 
re-engagement harder. 

Forest School became one of the clearest examples of how children can reconnect with education when the 
offer feels safe, practical and relational. 

For some young people, the classroom was too much. Forest School offered a different doorway in. It provided 
outdoor space, trusted adults, practical activity, reduced pressure and a sense of achievement. Students 
were actively involved in shaping the sessions around their own interests, particularly cooking. This helped 
create ownership, motivation and trust. 

The impact was visible. Students looked forward to the sessions. They showed enthusiasm. They developed a 
sense of belonging. Friendships formed and some continued beyond the sessions. 

In one case, a young person who had previously struggled to attend school, even for meetings, began reliably 
attending Forest School each week. She then started to build her timetable more broadly across school. The 
school described this as an “exceptional impact”. 

Forest School as a route back to connection

Parent feedback also reflected the importance of relational trust for children and young people:

“I was lacking the words to tell you how appreciative we are of everything you have done for 
us. You have supported S in the most wonderfully accepting way and she developed a lovely 
relationship with you because of this. It’s been so amazing to see her trust an adult outside of her 
parents. The service you are providing has blown my mind - no timeline, no cost, a pure desire to 
help those going through a tricky time. I cannot express how grateful I am.” 

-Anonymous parent

This feedback captures why trusted relationships matter. For some children, re-engagement begins when 
they experience an adult who is accepting, consistent and safe enough to trust.
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Attendance is not only about being physically present, it is also about belonging. For some young people, 
Forest School was not an extra activity. It was the first place in school where they felt safe enough to 
participate. 

The learning is not simply that schools should offer Forest School. The learning is that re-engagement works 
best when young people experience safety, choice, consistency, trusted adults and connection. 

For children who were already highly avoidant or unable to enter the school site, even Forest School 
sometimes needed pre-engagement work first. That is also important learning.  

The route back into education has to start where the young person is, not where adults hope they will be. Re-
engagement is not a switch that can be turned back on. It is a process of rebuilding safety, trust, routine and 
hope.

Students described the practitioners as kind and funny. They valued learning in an environment that felt calm, 
not busy or loud. Students rated the intervention ten out of ten. All students said they wanted the sessions to 
continue. 
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Parents and caregivers will feel listened to and that their needs  are 
addressed 
Parent and caregiver support has been central to whether children could move forward. Many parents came 
to it feeling blamed, exhausted, judged or frightened. Some had been attending meetings for months or 
years without feeling that anything changed. Others were managing several children with additional needs, 
financial pressure, family breakdown, bereavement, domestic abuse, their own mental health and complex 
SEND processes. 

The project has shown that when parents feel heard and supported, they are more able to stay engaged. 
They are more able to attend meetings, ask questions, advocate for their child and work constructively with 
school, even where trust has been damaged.

Parental Minds often acted as the bridge between the parent’s lived experience and the school or system 
response. This meant helping parents put words around what was happening, prepare for meetings, 
understand options and ask for adjustments in a way that schools could respond to.

In many cases, this support made the difference between a parent feeling overwhelmed and a parent being 
able to stay in the conversation. 

Anonymised case study: meetings change when parents are not alone 

In one secondary case, a parent asked for support because their child was in school but not meaningfully 
accessing learning. The child had additional needs and was being viewed through a behaviour lens, when the 
underlying issue was more closely related to disability, sensory needs and emotional regulation. 

Parental Minds attended the meeting alongside the parent, with the young person also present. This 
mattered. The meeting was not only about the child; it included the child. 

During the meeting, Parental Minds helped model a relational approach, supported problem-solving with 
school, and asked the young person directly whether the proposed strategies felt realistic. This meant the 
plan was shaped in real time around the young person’s voice, rather than adults assuming what would work. 

“I’m glad he came too. He agreed he needed to voice his opinions instead of just me and he did 
really well. I feel the meeting went well, I just hope the arrangements are stuck to so we can see 
if they really benefit him. He’s becoming a bit more forthcoming about what is happening in his 
days at school so I should hopefully have regular feedback from him regarding it all. Thank you 
again for joining the meeting, I really think it benefited him having your support.”

- Parent feedback

This feedback shows why meeting support matters. The parent felt less alone. The young person spoke for 
himself. The plan became more practical. The parent noticed their child beginning to talk more openly about 
school afterwards.  

The original intention had been for many families to receive a lighter-touch parent support offer. As the 
project developed, it became clear that in more complex cases this was not enough to create meaningful 
progress. In complex attendance cases, a light-touch model is not always enough. Where anxiety, SEND 
needs, family pressure and school mistrust have been building for months or years, support has to be 
relational, persistent and carefully paced. Some families needed more intensive work, including attendance 
planning, meeting preparation, advocacy, coaching, system navigation, school liaison and ongoing parent 
support. 
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In one case, school feedback confirmed that wider family support helped a parent feel more 
confident and empowered. Separate TAF processes for each parent made meetings more 
productive and reduced the pressure on professionals to manage parental conflict alongside the 
child’s attendance needs. 

The child’s attendance improved not only because of school planning, but because the adults 
around the child were better supported.

A key strength of the project throughout has been that parents did not need to explain the full complexity of 
their situation repeatedly to separate services. Where partnership working was strong, professionals built a 
shared understanding of the family context together, reducing duplication for parents and making support 
feel more coherent and holistic. 

Parents consistently described the value of having someone alongside them who understood the 
wider picture, helped them prepare for meetings, supported them to ask questions, and made difficult 
conversations feel more manageable. For parents who had felt blamed, overwhelmed or unheard, this 
support helped them feel calmer, more confident and more able to advocate for their child. 

Parent support improves child outcomes because parents are often the bridge between the child, school and 
wider services. When parents are overwhelmed, that bridge becomes fragile. When parents are supported, 
they are more able to keep going, keep communicating and help create the conditions that make re-
engagement possible.

The project will support an increase in the number of CYP accessing 
education, improving attendance, whilst increasing emotional 
wellbeing 
The project has supported increased access to education in a range of ways. Sometimes this was visible in 
attendance data. Sometimes the data did not yet tell the whole story. 

A child can be physically present in school but not meaningfully accessing learning. Equally, a child may not 
yet show a major attendance increase, but may be taking important steps towards trust, engagement and 
safer re-entry into education. 

The attendance figure can mislead in both directions.

This was especially important where parents were experiencing their own mental health needs, 
neurodivergence, poverty, domestic abuse, parental conflict, bereavement, isolation or multiple children with 
additional needs.

School feedback reinforced this. One school reflected that: 

“Although attendance percentages had not improved in every case, some children now had 
education, therapeutic intervention and wider support around them that would improve 
outcomes over time”. 

For this cohort, progress included attending more regularly, partial day timetables, Forest School, alternative 
provision, Section 19 support, sitting exams, joining school trips, opening up to trusted adults, moving into 
more appropriate provision, reconnecting with peers and families noticing improvements at home. 
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“We’re so pleased he is coming into school more often. I definitely think it has a lot to do with 
his friendship group, as he now seems to be spending time with other boys and ones that come 
into school daily. We have also noticed a big difference at home in himself… in a positive way.” 

- Parent feedback 

This feedback shows attendance, friendship and home wellbeing moving together. He was not simply present 
on roll. He was beginning to experience school as a place of connection.

A strong theme across the project was the importance of starting where the child was, not where adults 
hoped they would be. 

For some young people, support could not begin with an expectation that they would attend school, meet a 
new professional face to face, or immediately talk about what was wrong. Trust had to be built first. 

Calmer Lives demonstrated this clearly through neurodivergence-informed support. Where children were 
highly anxious, overwhelmed or unable to manage home visits at first, support began online. These “getting 
to know you” sessions created a lower-pressure starting point before moving towards contact in the home or 
wider planning with the family.

“The art therapy is really 
good for her. I can tell how 
much she gets out of it by 
how little art she creates. 
I think she’s doing a lot of 
useful talking instead… I’ve 
been really grateful for this 
project.”

- Parent feedback on YAHT support 

One young person’s attendance increased from 77% to 84%. This was an important measurable 
improvement. But the wider change mattered too. School and family feedback showed that he was engaging 
more positively in education, behaviour-related incidents had significantly reduced, and he appeared to be 
coping better in school. 

The percentage captures part of the story. It does not capture the quality of the young person’s day, his 
relationships, his sense of belonging or his emotional capacity to remain in school.

This approach mattered because it respected readiness. It allowed the child to build familiarity, control 
and trust before being asked to take the next step. 

Youth Arts and Health Trust also showed the value of meeting young people in a way that felt safe to them. In 
one case, a parent reflected that art therapy had been “really good” for their child, not because of the artwork 
produced, but because the space allowed the young person to talk, process and communicate safely.
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This is important learning. Some families were offered support but were not yet able to take it up. This should 
not be read as lack of need. It often showed how damaged trust had become, how overwhelmed families 
were, or how unsafe school, services or new relationships already felt. 

School and parent reflections both pointed to the same message: progress was more likely when support 
was paced, relational and non-judgemental. 

Future models need to allow for this. Support should not disappear because a child or family cannot use it 
immediately. Timing, trust and persistence matter. For this cohort, emotional safety was often the starting 
point for attendance.

Schools will have strategies in place to support re-engagement of 
individual young people 
Schools involved in the project were often already trying hard to support young people with complex 
needs. The value of the project was that it added capacity, perspective and partnership around that effort. 

Where schools engaged well, there was a shift away from seeing attendance as a standalone issue and 
towards understanding what was driving the absence. Across the cohort, common drivers included anxiety, 
burnout, neurodivergence, sensory overload, trauma, peer difficulties, family stress, health issues, learning 
needs and fractured trust between home and school. 

This understanding helped schools move away from generic pressure and towards more realistic strategies 
for individual children. It also helped parents feel more able to work with schools, even where relationships 
had become strained. 

A key part of the work was supporting parents to focus on the child’s needs now, rather than waiting for 
a diagnosis, EHCP or specialist pathway to unlock support. For many families, this was an important shift. 
A diagnosis or EHCP can be vital but it is not a magic wand. Children still need practical, personalised 
reasonable adjustments that respond to their day-to-day experience of school.

The project helped parents understand what they could ask for and helped schools think about what 
could be put in place without waiting for formal processes to conclude. This supported more constructive 
conversations between home and school and helped keep the focus on what would make school feel safer, 
more accessible and more manageable for the individual child.

Strategies introduced or strengthened through the project included phased ‘baby step’ reintegration plans, 
soft starts, reduced timetables, Forest School, trusted adults, safe spaces, quiet lunch options, uniform 
flexibility, improved meeting structures, clearer communication with parents, more careful transition planning, 
and greater use of child and parent voice.

The impact was not always immediate or linear. For some young people, progress meant attending more 
regularly. For others, it meant coming into school for part of the day, meeting a trusted adult, accessing 
therapeutic support, joining Forest School, sitting exams, attending a school trip, or beginning to speak more 
openly about what they needed. Engagement was often the step before attendance. For children who were 
anxious, burnt out, neurodivergent, overwhelmed or mistrustful of school, the first sign of progress was not 
always a full timetable. It was feeling safe enough to try.

School feedback shows that schools valued the additional layer of support the project provided.

“The Attendance & Wellbeing project has a two-pronged approach of supporting parents and carers 
alongside students. Working with local partners has meant we can offer our students high quality 
support resulting in increased levels of wellbeing and attendance. With funding in schools being cut 
dramatically, the support of the Family Minds Partnership is so important to our students.”

- Honiton Community College

The creative medium reduced pressure and opened a channel of expression that more formal settings had 
not been able to reach. With the young person’s consent, the therapist also spoke with school, helping staff 
better understand what was happening underneath the attendance difficulty.
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All partners to demonstrate how schools can achieve sustainability of 
the programme so that attendance and wellbeing continues to improve, 
even if the programme were to stop 
The project has shown that sustainability does not mean schools holding everything alone. It means 
schools being left with clearer learning, practical tools, stronger relationships and a better understanding 
of when and how to use wider support. 

All partners contributed to this legacy by modelling approaches that schools can carry forward: listening to 
child and parent voice, looking beneath the attendance mark, pacing re-engagement carefully, using trusted 
adults, adapting the environment, and building support around the real barrier rather than the attendance 
figure alone. 

The project has helped schools see that emotionally based non-school attendance requires a graduated, 
relational response. Several schools are now developing attendance policies that take a more holistic 
approach and move away from a solely enforcement-based model. This is a key sign of sustainability 
because the learning is beginning to influence school systems, not only individual cases. 

“The project has strengthened multi-agency working and provided valuable therapeutic 
support, enabling us to better meet the needs of our pupils and their families.”

- Sidmouth College

This feedback reflects both the impact and the reality. Schools were trying to meet increasingly complex 
needs within limited resources. The project helped by bringing parent support, child wellbeing support, 
therapeutic input and local partnership working around the child, so schools were not left to hold the whole 
picture alone.

Sidmouth College also highlighted the value of joined-up support:

The “so what” is that schools involved in the project now have stronger learning 
about how and when strategies work: 

•	 A safe space only helps if the child experiences it as safe. 
•	 A trusted adult only helps if the relationship has been built. 
•	 A phased return only helps if the pace feels manageable. 
•	 A reasonable adjustment only helps if it responds to the real barrier. 
•	 A passport of need only helps if it reaches the staff who need to understand and use it.

Several plans had to be adjusted because the original strategy created anxiety, felt too visible, moved too 
quickly or was not accessible in practice. This is important learning. Strategies need to be reviewed with the 
child and family, not written once and assumed to work. 

Several schools are now developing graduated response attendance policies that take a more holistic 
approach, moving away from a solely enforcement-based framework. This is one of the clearest signs of 
legacy: the learning is beginning to influence how schools think, plan and respond beyond individual cases.



15

Practical resources have also been developed to support continued use beyond the funded period, including 
the Attendance and Wellbeing Project Support Pack, Progressions Booklet  and updated Year 6 transition 
materials. These resources give schools tools to support conversations with children and families, identify 
early signs of distress and plan support before difficulties become entrenched. 

Parental Minds Support
The Attendance & 
Wellbeing Project 

Support Pack

40 Pages of 
Support Guides

The Year 6 to Year 7 transition has emerged as a key prevention point. The project has shown that transition 
support cannot stop in September. Some children appear to manage the first few weeks of secondary school, 
then begin to struggle after October half-term. Schools can use this learning by continuing relational check-
ins, monitoring anxiety and peer connection, and responding earlier during the autumn term.

Partners have also demonstrated transferable principles through direct delivery. Forest School showed the 
value of safety, choice, practical activity, consistency and belonging. Youth Arts and Health Trust showed how 
creative therapeutic work can help young people express what more formal settings may not reach. 

Calmer Lives showed the importance of meeting neurodivergent young people where they are, including 
using low-pressure online “getting to know you” sessions before moving towards home-based or wider 
support. Parental Minds showed the value of parent support, meeting preparation and helping families and 
schools stay in constructive conversation.

These approaches cannot all be replicated by schools in full, but the principles can be carried forward. 
Schools can continue to use trusted adults, phased returns, quiet spaces, flexible uniform expectations, soft 
starts, child voice, parent voice, and regular review of what is or is not working.

The project has also clarified what schools can do without waiting for a diagnosis, EHCP or specialist 
placement. A diagnosis or EHCP may be important, but it is not a magic wand. Children still need 
personalised reasonable adjustments that respond to their daily experience of school. Quieter lunch 
spaces, alternative spaces, soft starts, trusted adults and flexible routines can often be put in place while 
formal processes continue. 

Schools that engaged with the project are better equipped to notice need earlier, plan more individually, work 
more constructively with parents, and understand when wider partnership support is needed. Attendance 
and wellbeing are more likely to continue improving when schools use this learning consistently, review plans 
with children and families and keep support focused on the real barriers behind absence.

Youth Arts & 
Health Trust

Progressions 
Workbook

46 Pages of 
Activities
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The project will demonstrate how a VCSE partnership approach can lead 
to good outcomes for CYP, schools and families by working alongside 
other services 
The referrals coming into the project showed how stuck and entrenched many children, young people and 
families had already become. 

Many children had not simply “stopped attending”. They had become overwhelmed, isolated or shut down. 
Many parents had not simply “struggled to get them in”. They had spent months, sometimes years, trying to 
hold together anxiety, SEND needs, school meetings, family stress, long waits and rising pressure.

System Wide

This meant the project was often not receiving early attendance concerns. It was receiving families already 
living with distress, delay and damaged trust. 

By that point, the work was rarely simple prevention. It was repair: rebuilding confidence, relationships, 
communication and the conditions that might make education feel possible again. 

The project has shown that attendance difficulties cannot be understood through attendance data alone. 
Absence was often the visible sign of a much wider picture: anxiety, neurodivergence, trauma, sensory 
overwhelm, unmet SEND needs, peer difficulties, family stress, parental exhaustion and fractured trust 
between home and school. 

The project has generated learning that can inform: 

•	 Year 6 to Year 7 transition planning. 
•	 Graduated response attendance policies. 
•	 EBSA/EBSNA practice across schools. 
•	 SEND and reasonable adjustment conversations. 
•	 Early Help and Family Hub pathways. 
•	 Section 19 and alternative provision decision-making. 
•	 Commissioning of VCSE and therapeutic support. 
•	 Training for practitioners and school leaders.

The project has also shown that child and parent voice must sit at the centre of system learning. Children’s 
distress, parents’ experiences, school reflections and partner insight all help explain what attendance data 
alone cannot show. 

The wider legacy is not that one project solved a complex system issue. It is that the project made the 
complexity visible. 

It showed that better outcomes are more likely when the system listens earlier, responds more flexibly and 
builds support around the real barriers behind absence.

Learning from this project will be disseminated through county-
wide systems 
The project has generated important learning for attendance, SEND, inclusion, public health, education 
and VCSE commissioning. The central learning is that attendance difficulties are usually driven by colliding 
needs: anxiety, neurodivergence, trauma, family stress, peer difficulties, parental overwhelm, SEND delays and 
fractured school relationships often interact. 
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Supporting attendance and wellbeing earlier is not just about today’s figure. It is about preventing long-term 
exclusion, isolation, mental health crisis and loss of future opportunity. 

The project has also highlighted recurring system barriers that have directly affected families’ ability to 
move forward. 

Educational psychology shortages have delayed EHCP applications and sustainable attendance planning. 
CAMHS and paediatric threshold issues and delayed written confirmation have stalled multi-agency 
decision-making and left schools hesitant to adjust practice even where need is clear. Section 19 delays have 
left children without suitable education for extended periods. Long waits for specialist placements have kept 
children out of education entirely while the system processes their cases.

The issue of attendance legal processes has been especially significant. Once legal processes begin, 
relational practice becomes harder to sustain. Even where schools intend to use conversations before letters, 
some families receive letters that feel threatening and overwhelming. In several cases during the project, 
once the legal process started families felt the pressure was too much and removed their child from roll.

The threat of fines has not improved attendance and engagement. In some cases it has 
accelerated disengagement. 

There are also a number of children currently not attending while waiting for a specialist school to be 
named. This has placed significant pressure on families and reinforced the need for timely, flexible education 
pathways when mainstream provision is no longer meeting need.

Families are not simply failing to get children into school. They are often trying to manage situations where 
school has become emotionally, socially or physically unmanageable for their child.

The project has also highlighted that many referrals arrived late, when attendance issues were already 
entrenched. This is particularly clear around the Year 6 to Year 7 transition. Several young people appeared 
to have coped in primary school, where relationships were more contained and flexible, but struggled 
significantly once they entered larger, less relational secondary environments.

By Year 8 or 9, some had already lost trust, fallen behind academically, become socially isolated or become 
stuck in cycles of behaviour sanctions and suspensions. By Year 10, some were spending significant time out 
of school and at risk of becoming NEET.

Dissemination of learning
A key part of the project’s final phase has been sharing learning beyond the families and schools directly 
involved. Emerging learning has been shared through system spaces including the Family Hub Practitioner 
Forum, the DSLS Spring School Leadership Briefing, the Devon Leader Spring Conference and the Attendance 
Conference.

Confirmed dissemination reach includes: 

•	 Family Hub Practitioner Forum: Family Hub, VCSE and early help practitioners, 96 people, Early 
project learning, family voice, parent support, VCSE partnership model 

•	 DSLS Spring School Leadership Briefing: School leaders, Over 70 delegates, Project impact, 
collaboration, partnership model and system learning 

•	 Attendance Conference: Attendance education, inclusion and wellbeing professionals, 90 
people, Final project learning, impact, system barriers and recommendations, including Four 
Cornerstones

•	 One Eastern Devon Children and Young People Partnership Meeting: Family Hubs, education, 
VCSE, CFHD, all partners welcome, sharing lived knowledge and expertise. 
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“Inspiring hearing about the project, great example of collaboration. Good to see the impact.”
-  School leader feedback 

“Sounds a really interesting project. Need more!”
-  School leader feedback

“Really interesting. Impactful project - and provoking ideas and questions.”
-  School leader feedback

There was also notable interest from leaders in areas beyond Exeter and East Devon who were keen to explore 
support if the project’s reach were extended. 

This wider dissemination is an important legacy of the project. Its impact is not limited to the families directly 
supported. The learning is now informing wider conversations about attendance, emotionally based non-
school attendance, transition, SEND, inclusion and the role of VCSE partners in supporting children and 
families.

We will share the voices of CYP and families to inform practitioners and 
policymakers 
The project has shown that child, young person and parent voice must be central to attendance planning. 
Families often entered the project feeling that their story had been told many times but not truly heard. Young 
people were often described through attendance or behaviour language, when their own voice revealed fear, 
sensory overload, shame, anxiety, social difficulty, burnout or loss of trust. 

The ATTEND framework has helped translate lived experience into language that schools and partners can 
use. It has helped shift conversations from “won’t attend” to “what is making attendance feel unsafe or 
impossible?” 

The feedback gathered through the project shows why this matters: one parent described the relief of their 
child becoming more connected to peers and happier at home; another described the power of their child 
being supported to speak for himself in a school meeting; and parent feedback about art therapy showed 
how young people may begin to communicate more freely when offered creative, trusted and non-pressured 
spaces. 

Forest School feedback also strengthened young people’s voice within the project. Students described the 
sessions as “calm, not busy or loud”, described practitioners as “kind and funny”, rated the intervention highly 
and clearly expressed that they wanted the sessions to continue. This matters because it shows what young 
people value: calm environments, trusted adults, choice, consistency, safety and belonging. 

This voice should inform practice and policy. Families are not asking for lower expectations. They are asking 
for support that understands what their child is experiencing and helps them move forward safely. 

This means the project’s learning has already reached more than 250 practitioners, school leaders, 
attendance professionals, VCSE partners and system stakeholders. 

Feedback from the DSLS Spring School Leadership Briefing showed that the project learning was well received 
by school leaders. Comments included:
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Entrenched referrals 
Many referrals came into the project late, when attendance difficulties were already well-established. In these 
cases, short-term support could create movement, but could not always resolve long-standing anxiety, SEND 
needs, family stress or fractured school relationships within the project timescale. 

Are there any challenges or risks you wish to raise? 

Section 19 delays 
In some cases, provision was agreed but not delivered for several months, leaving children without suitable 
education and parents carrying the emotional and practical burden of chasing support that had already 
been approved. 

SEND and health evidence delays 
Families and schools are often trying to make decisions without the reports or professional evidence that 
systems require. This creates drift and leaves children in unsuitable settings or without clear pathways. 

Attendance legal processes and fines 
For families dealing with anxiety, neurodivergence, trauma, burnout or significant family stress, legal letters 
increase fear and reduce trust. In several cases this has contributed to parents feeling that removing their 
child from roll, or moving to elective home education, was the only way to reduce pressure. 

Exclusion risk 
Some children and young people have been permanently excluded or at risk of permanent exclusion during 
the project. These cases often involved complex SEND, emotional regulation needs, family stress and long-
standing difficulties with school belonging. The project has provided continuity and advocacy at these points, 
but the system gap remains. 

Partner capacity and funding 
Relationship-based work is time-intensive. The model works best when there is sufficient time for triage, 
communication, meeting preparation, school liaison, parent support, child engagement, partner updates and 
careful endings. This is difficult to sustain without adequate resourcing. 

Sustainability risk 
Schools can take forward tools, strategies and learning, but many of the most powerful elements require time, 
independence and relational trust that cannot easily be absorbed into school systems without additional 
capacity. 

Despite these challenges, the project has created meaningful movement. It has helped children 
take steps back towards education, helped parents feel heard and supported, helped schools 
develop more realistic strategies, and generated system learning that goes beyond the families 
directly involved. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
•	 Earlier identification is needed, particularly around Year 6 to Year 7 transition and the period between 

October half-term and Christmas in Year 7, before difficulties become entrenched.

•	 Attendance planning should routinely include child voice, parent voice and an understanding of 
underlying barriers, not only attendance percentages.

•	 Quality of attendance should be considered alongside quantity of attendance. Being present is not the 
same as feeling safe, belonging, accessing learning or being able to sustain attendance over time.

•	 Schools should be supported to use phased, relational and wellbeing-informed plans, particularly where 
anxiety, neurodivergence or trauma are present.

•	 Parent support should be recognised as central to child attendance and wellbeing outcomes, not 
optional or secondary.

•	 VCSE partners should be seen as a core part of the attendance and wellbeing system, particularly where 
families need trust, advocacy, flexibility and continuity.

•	 A human learning systems style pilot should be considered for complex attendance cases, with one 
consistent worker or lead relationship around each family to reduce fragmentation and repeated 
retelling.

•	 Section 19 and alternative provision pathways need to move more quickly once agreed, so children are 
not left without suitable education during delays.

•	 Creative therapy and wellbeing support should be available earlier and should not be restricted to overly 
short, fixed blocks where needs are complex. Commissioning should allow time for engagement, trust and 
safe endings.

•	 Families should not be pushed towards elective home education through pressure, lack of provision or 
fear of fines. Elective home education should be a genuine choice, not a forced exit from a system that 
has run out of options.

•	 Attendance enforcement approaches should be reviewed for families experiencing emotionally based 
non-school attendance. The evidence from this project is that fines do not improve attendance for this 
cohort and can damage trust. Relational alternatives should be prioritised.

•	 The voices of children, young people and families should continue to inform attendance, inclusion and 
SEND policy.

•	 Commissioners should consider how the most impactful elements of this model can be sustained 
beyond the funded project period, including parent advocacy, case coordination, creative therapy 
support, school liaison, transition support and VCSE partnership working.

Where systems respond only to absence, they risk missing the need.
Where systems respond with relational support, flexibility and 

compassion, there is a much stronger chance of improving attendance 
without harming wellbeing.
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