Key points

. The teaminvestigated the
association between school
absence (6-16 years of age) and
risk of being Notin Employment,
Education, or Training (NEET)
(16-18 years of age) usingrecords
provided by the Department
for Education.

. Persistent absence was
associated with 3.9 times
greaterrisk of being NEET and
6.3 times greaterrisk of being
persistently NEET.

. The timing and quantity of
absence moderates therisk
of NEET, with absence laterin
schooling and a greater quantity
of absence bothincreasing the
risk of being NEET.




Summary

Using the Connected Bradford research
database, with a sample of over 23,000
pupils, the teaminvestigated the
association between persistent school
absence (at age 6-16 years) and risk of
being NEET (at age 16-18 years).

Persistent absenteeism (less than 90% attendance)
across all school years was associated witha 3.9
times greaterrisk of being NEET and a 6.3 times
greaterrisk of being persistently NEET (being NEET
forfour ormore months). This effectis greaterin
secondary than primary schools. In addition, as the

Background

overallrate of absenceincreased, so did the risk of
becoming NEET.

These findings demonstrate how linked school

data canbe usedtoidentify children at risk of later
adverse outcomes and provide evidence of factors
contributing to NEET specifically. By providing early
support for children with poor attendance, the risk of
becoming NEET may be reduced.

The UKis in the midst of a school attendance crisis, with rates of school absence increasing
dramatically since the Covid-19 pandemic. Given established links between school
absence and negative long-term outcomes, including unemployment and criminal justice
involvement, itis essential that we understand the trajectory of absence to NEET.

The “NEET problem” has received considerable
interestinrecent decades. Being NEET is
associated withlong-term pooroutcomes for
the individuals, including worse physical and
mental health and socialisolation. It alsoimpacts
society through the loss of taxrevenue and
increased welfare payments. Itis no surprise
then, that considerable policy development has
targetedreducing therate of NEETs, bothinthe
UK andinternationally. Mostinterventions aimed
atreducing NEET rates target those already NEET,
butitis generally understood that interventions
addressing the causes, rather than the symptoms,
would be more effectiveinthelong term.

Recentwork from Connected Bradford shows

that early life factors, like schoolreadiness at

age 4-5, are predictive of later NEET status. This
would suggestinterventions could be targeted
particularly early inlife, but such long-term planning
requires a strong evidence base. Identifying
otherearly indicators that ayoung personis at
increased risk of becoming NEET would help target
theseinterventions. School absenceisagood
candidate forariskindicator, asit has previously
been associated withworse academic attainment,
animportant precursor to NEET status, and with

pooreremployment outcomes directly. However,
previousresearchhasnot explored absence ata
finer-grainedlevel, such asits quantity or timing.




Key findings

Analyses demonstrated that persistent
absence was associated with a greater risk
of becoming NEET at 16-18 years. Those
who were persistently absentinlater school
years (e.g. Year11vs Year 6) and those who
were absent more often, were more likely to
be NEET.

When considering the whole 10-year school period,
persistent absence was associated with greater
chances of becoming NEET at16-18 years. Those
who were persistently absenthad 3.9 times greater
risk of being ever NEET (31% vs 8%), and a 6.3 times
greaterrisk of being persistently NEET (19% vs 3%).
Importantly, this association was present when
otherimportant covariates were controlled for,
including sex, ethnicity, Special Educational Needs
(SEN) support, free school meals eligibility, and
neighbourhood deprivation (IMD). In fact, persistent
absence was the single biggest predictor of later
NEET status of the covariates considered. When
considering only the primary school years, persistent
absence was still predictive of later NEET status
butto alesserextent (2.3 times greaterrisk of

being ever NEET, 2.9 times greaterrisk of being
persistently NEET).

To explore thisin more detail, the team assessed
persistent absence within each academic year
(e.g. September2018 - July 2019) to gauge what
proportion of those persistently absentwenton
tobe NEET. They found a consistentincrease in the

chances of being NEET or persistently NEET and this
effectincreased with each schoolyear(see Figure
1). Lastly, as the overallrate of absence increased, so
did therisk of becoming ever or persistently NEET.
Indeed, in children with 95-100% attendance, only
5% went ontobecome “ever NEET”. Meanwhile,

for children withless than75% attendance,
approximately 50% of childrenwent onto become
“ever NEET".

Figure 1. The rates of persistently absent pupils
who become NEET by age.
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Next steps

This research highlights important factors that moderate the association between school
absence andrisk of later becoming NEET. Future work could investigate different absence
trajectories, for example individuals who were absent primarily early or late in their
schooling, the extent to which the relationship is causal, and whether school absence
could act as anindicator for more targeted interventions.

There are several important ways to progress this work absenceis associated with the risk of becoming NEET
to provide a greater understanding of how school directly, orwhetherit actsindirectly through other
absence may ultimately influence later life outcomes. factorsrelated to NEET, like academic attainment.

Oneistounderstand whether there are different
trajectories of absence across the school years, and

if sowhether these are differentially associated with
NEET outcomes. Forexample, two children may have a
similar overallrate of absence but may differin whether
these absences are clustered within a single academic
year, andif so which academic year, or spread out over
the whole school period. These results would suggest
these two children would have different probabilities
of becoming NEET, but further statistical analysis is
warranted to address this directly.

Finally, even without evidence for a causal link
between school absence and later NEET status,
schoolabsenceis a clearindicator forworse later-

life outcomes. These findings add to a growing body
of work identifying early-life factors, like school
readiness, that are associated with later NEET status.
As such, schools andlocal authorities canleverage
these findings to identify those individuals most at risk
of poorerlater-life outcomes at an earlier stage and
target holistic interventions towards them.

Additionally, the present work does not address
issues of causality. Itis a widely held belief that school

i i This study is based [in part] on data from
absencg causgllylnﬁuencesIateroutcomes||ke Comnected Bradford (REC 18/ YH/0200 gOHSfECtded
academic attainment, employment prospects, mental & 22/EM/0127). The data s provided by radaror
health difficulties etc., and interventions targeting the citizens of Bradford and district, and
school absence toimprove long-term prospects coIIectedd by the N'}|:|hs‘ DfEand otherorgdanisat:ons as part Ofthgil’

: : : g care and support. The interpretation and conclusions containedin

re,ly on this ,Causal link. Going fo,rward’ add,ltl(.)nal work this study are those of the authors alone. The NHS, DfE and other
will test various models to provide causal insight. organisations do not accept responsibility forinferences and
Forexample, these models can test whether school conclusions derived from their data by third parties.

This project was conducted in collaboration with the Leeds Institute for
Data Analytics and its Data Scientist Development Programme, which trains
early-career data scientists to deliver real-world, data-drivenimpact.
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