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Abstract  

School attendance is a significant determinant of educational attainment and impacts upon 
the health and wellbeing of children and young people (CYP) across the life course. Poor 
school attendance, especially when related to ill health, is closely linked with reduced literacy 
and numeracy skills, which can negatively affect long-term health and employment 
outcomes for CYP. A test of change project was undertaken in collaboration with Education 
to identify CYP whose poor attendance was recorded as medical reasons and to explore 
whether health-led support could improve attendance. Thirty CYP were identified, with 25 
completing the 16-week project. Interventions included family contact, assessment of unmet 
health needs, signposting, and a CBT-informed anxiety management programme. Results 
demonstrated a mean attendance improvement in 23 of 25 CYP, with average attendance 
rising from 74% to 80% (a 6% increase, equating to 18 additional hours in school). Common 
barriers identified included poor sleep hygiene, emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA) 
and challenges with family routines. This project suggests that early health intervention can 
address barriers to attendance, particularly in areas of deprivation where educational and 
health inequalities are more prevalent, promoting improved educational outcomes. This 
project is aligned with Scottish Government’s Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) 
framework, which promotes early intervention and holistic support. Although the sample size 
and scope of the study were limited, the results suggest that implementing a school nurse 
led health approach to school attendance may improve academic outcomes for CYP. 
Additional research is required to assess the long-term impact and scalability of this project 
across a variety of schools.  

 

Introduction  

School attendance is a key determinant of educational attainment and future wellbeing. 
Regular attendance promotes the development of core academic skills, particularly literacy 
and numeracy. Poor numeracy and literacy skills, often associated with poor attendance, can 
limit children’s development and future employment opportunities. Conversely, good literacy 
and numeracy are known to protect against unemployment, low income and associated 
health inequalities. CYP from areas of deprivation are particularly vulnerable to poor school 
attendance facing multiple barriers to attendance with a lack of resources to alleviate the 
consequences of missed education time. Early health-led intervention offers a way to identify 
and address unmet needs that contribute to poor attendance, supporting children to reach 
their full potential (Scottish Government, n.d.). This project was developed as a test of 
change in collaboration with Education services to identify and support CYP with poor 
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attendance recorded as medical reasons on the attendance system. By working in 
collaboration with education, school nurses can identify any unmet health needs that would 
get in the way of a young person reaching their full potential, providing a targeted supportive 
intervention or onward referral to other agencies. The aim was to explore whether a school 
nurse led targeted intervention could improve attendance among CYP with absence 
recorded as medical, reducing future health and social inequalities.  

 

Method 

A primary school in an area of deprivation, identified using the Scottish Government’s 
Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD, 2020), was selected for the project. SIMD 
assesses deprivation across seven domains: income, employment, education, health, 
access to services, crime and housing. Children in socio-economically deprived areas may 
be disproportionately affected by absences, as families have fewer resources to compensate 
for lost teaching time (Klein and Sosu, 2023). The school was chosen to investigate the 
impact of a school nurse led health intervention in an area of deprivation where CYP may be 
vulnerable to poor school attendance due to limited resources.  

No formal ethical approval was required as this was a service evaluation/quality 
improvement project using routine practice interventions, with minimal risk and anonymised 
data. 

Children and young people (CYP) with attendance below 90%, where absences were 
recorded as due to medical reasons, were included in the project. CYP who were already 
receiving support from another agency, such as social work, were excluded. In total, 30 CYP 
were identified. Three were traveller children and were excluded as their absences were 
authorised, and two moved out of area during the project, resulting in incomplete data. The 
final dataset therefore comprised 25 CYP. 

Over a 16-week period, collaboration took place between the school nurse and school staff 
to identify children with unmet health needs contributing to poor school attendance. The 
school nurse engaged directly with families to explore barriers to attendance, offering direct 
support, signposting to relevant resources and onward referrals to other agencies as 
appropriate. Common issues identified included poor sleep and school-related anxiety, as 
well as family difficulties with routines and boundaries. For CYP where anxiety was 
identified, targeted support was provided through Let’s Introduce Anxiety Management 
(LIAM), a CBT-informed programme delivered over nine weekly sessions to help children 
understand and manage the relationship between thoughts, feelings and behaviours (NHS 
Education for Scotland, 2025). 

Attendance data was collected before and after the targeted intervention was delivered to 
measure the impact.  

Results 

Of the 30 CYP initially identified, 25 CYP met the inclusion criteria and were included in the 
projected receiving a targeted intervention. Three CYP were excluded due to authorised 
absence as traveller children and two relocated resulting in incomplete data. 23 CYP 
showed improved attendance and two showed a decrease. 

• Average starting attendance: 74% 
• Average attendance after intervention: 80% 



• Overall improvement: 6%, equivalent to approximately 18 additional hours of school 
attendance per child over the course of the project. 

• Number of CYP with improved attendance: 23 
• Number of CYP with decreased attendance: 2 

Qualitative themes identified included: 

 
• Poor sleep hygiene and inconsistent routines: Many families reported struggles with 

implementing a regular sleep schedule and morning routines.  
• School-related anxiety: CYP shared they felt worried and anxious about attending 

school due to peer relationships and school expectations.  
• Parenting support needs: Some families requested support with setting boundaries 

and creating routines.  
 

CYP identified with anxiety were offered LIAM, equipping them and their family with the 
knowledge and understanding of how anxiety can present along with the tools and strategies 
to manage the anxiety.  
 
The results suggest that a school nurse led targeted health intervention can positively affect 
school attendance, particularly in an area of deprivation.  
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Discussion 

School Nursing and Attendance  

The project highlights the value of school nurses in addressing health-related barriers to 
attendance. Through family engagement and early intervention, health professionals can 
work alongside education staff to identify and mitigate issues that prevent children from 
attending school. A school nurse led targeted intervention can improve school attendance for 
CYP with poor school attendance recorded as medical concerns in an area of deprivation. 
The 6% improvement suggests that targeted interventions from a school nurse can make a 
measurable difference in attendance, even within a short period of time. School nurses are 
well appointed to identify unmet health needs, engage with families and provide targeted 
support.  

Health Inequalities and Deprivation   

The project took place in a community with significant deprivation. Families in such settings 
face multiple stressors, and absences can have a more profound impact. Improved 
attendance through health support may help mitigate long-term educational and health 
inequalities. The results evidence the importance of addressing health related barriers to 
school attendance through an early intervention approach preventing future health 
inequalities. Recurring themes of poor sleep hygiene, inconsistent routines and boundaries 
and parenting support are often exacerbated in area’s of deprivation where CYP and families 
have limited access to resources and other stressors such as poverty. By adopting an early 
intervention approach, school nurses can mitigate the long-term consequences that poor 
school attendance has on reduced literacy and numeracy attainment along with an 
increased risk of future health and social inequalities.  

Policy Relevance  

The project aligns with the Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) framework, which 
emphasises early intervention and holistic support. It also supports the Specialist School 
Nursing: Priority Areas and Pathways (Scottish Government, 2018) guidance, which defines 
attendance and attainment as key areas of school nurse focus. 
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Embedding this approach within routine school nursing practice and evaluating its long-term 
effects on attainment could strengthen the evidence base for early, health-led interventions 
in education. Future work could include follow-up to determine sustained improvement and 
expansion across other schools. 

 

Limitations 

This project was conducted on a small scale within a single primary school, which naturally 
limits the generalisability of the findings. While the results are encouraging, they reflect the 
experience of one community and may not be representative of wider populations. Studies 
have shown that attendance interventions can vary in effectiveness depending on local 
socio-economic context, leadership, and inter-agency collaboration (Epstein and Sheldon, 
2019). A larger sample across multiple schools and demographic settings would therefore be 
needed to draw stronger, generalisable conclusions. 

The short 16-week timeframe offered only a snapshot of change. Although improvements 
were recorded, attendance is influenced by many fluctuating factors, such as seasonal 
illness, family instability and transitions between school years, that could not be captured in 
this period (Department for Education, 2022). Longer-term evaluation would be valuable to 
assess whether gains in attendance are sustained beyond the immediate intervention 
period. 

Data collection was limited to quantitative attendance records. These provide a reliable 
measure of school presence but do not capture wider outcomes such as improvements in 
wellbeing, confidence or family engagement; all of which are recognised contributors to 
sustained school participation (Public Health Scotland, 2023). Incorporating qualitative data, 
such as pupil and parent feedback, would give richer insight into the mechanisms behind 
improved attendance. 

As a small-scale service evaluation, no formal control group or statistical testing was applied, 
making it difficult to attribute improvements solely to the intervention. The project was also 
delivered by a single practitioner within a specific context, relying heavily on established 
relationships between health and education. Replication elsewhere may require adaptation 
based on local resources, staffing and multi-agency capacity. 
 

Conclusion 

The project demonstrates the critical role of the school nurse delivering an early intervention 
approach in improving school attendance among CYP with poor school attendance recorded 
as medical absence. School nurses are expertly placed to identify and address unmet health 
and wellbeing needs, with the project evidencing improvements in attendance and identifying 
key barriers such as anxiety, poor sleep, and parenting challenges. School nurses are 
experienced in delivering targeted support to CYP, which positively affects their educational 
attainment, reducing future health and social inequalities, particularly in areas of deprivation.  

Adopting projects such as this within routine school nursing practice, in alignment with the 
Scottish Government’s GIRFEC framework and refocussed school nurse role, allows school 
nurses to ensure every child has the opportunity to reach their full potential. 

Although project limitations of small sample size, short timeframe and the limitation of one 
school were identified, the project sets the scene for future research. Rolling out the project 
to other schools in different SIMD areas would provide further evidence for future health and 



education strategies which improve attendance, attainment and the health and wellbeing of 
CYP allowing them to reach their full potential. 
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